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ABSTRACT  
 
This investigation focuses on the reform of the governance of the higher education system 
in Vietnam. The forms and structures of governance established during the period of 
influence of the former Soviet Union, from the mid-1950s up until the end of the 1980s, 
have remained largely intact, due mainly to the fact that management of the system 
remains highly centralized.  In recent years, the Government of Vietnam has emphasized 
the importance of modernizing governance of the system, in accordance with a framework 
articulated in its Higher Education Reform Agenda of 2005. This commitment has been 
evident also in its ten-year reform plan for education, from 2001 to 2010.  Progress to date 
has, however, been slow, even to the extent of being negligible in some respects.   
 
This investigation addresses specifically the reasons for the slow progress being made in 
reforming the governance of Vietnam's higher education system through case studies of 
three key universities. These ethnographic case studies have been constructed through 
interviews with well-placed informants together with participation observation and 
document analysis. These universities’ experiences are analyzed within a conceptual 
approach developed from the literature of the field. 
 
The experiences of these universities suggest that the reform of higher education 
governance in Vietnam is a very complex process with many tensions and huge 
challenges ahead. Each university is at an early stage in terms of reforming their 
institutional governance. In addition, the system remains centrally controlled, more or less 
in the Soviet mould. As a consequence, the universities find it extremely difficult to cope 
with the HE reform process mandated by the State via the HERA. Universities have little 
freedom with regard to expenditure, personnel matters, student administration, 
curriculum, and quality assurance while their budgets are strictly controlled. The desirable 
outcome is for HERA to stipulate autonomy and remove in-line ministries. But there is 
also the dominant role of the Communist Party together with the lack of sufficient 
resources to renovation, lacks of trusts within institutions, and the degrees of insecurity of 
senior and middle mangers in relation to their employment. All the key themes 
investigated through the case studies indicate that institutional reform is a complex 
process and with a mismatch between the theory and practice.  
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In order to achieve better outcome, it requires stronger effort from the Vietnamese 
Government, the Ministry of Education and Training, in-line ministries, and universities 
themselves. This investigation also finds that it is extremely crucial for Vietnamese 
universities to take institutional autonomy and accountability into special account as these 
two basic principles of good university governance are currently NOT well dealt with at 
both national and institutional levels. Unless the Government of Vietnam commits a real 
governance reform with sufficient resources for implementation, these issues will remain 
controversial and subject to universal debate.   
 
The investigation contributes to the theory of global higher education governance by 
providing practical insights into how a less developed country like Vietnam is achieving 
its ambitious reform agenda towards achieving world leading universities in a short period 
of time.  
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CHAPTER I 
 
INTRODUCTION 
  
It is not the strongest species that survive, nor the most intelligent, but the ones most 
responsive to change.  
      Charles Darwin (1809-1882) 
 
 
1.1. The Research Problem  
 
Like many other developing countries, Vietnam has been slow to modernize the 
governance of its higher education (HE) system. The forms and structures of governance 
established during the period of influence of the former Soviet Union, from the mid-1950s 
up until the end of the 1980s, have remained largely intact, due mainly to the management 
of the system remaining highly centralized.  In recent years, the Government of Vietnam 
has emphasized the importance of modernizing governance of the system, in accordance 
with a framework articulated in its Higher Education Reform Agenda (HERA) of 2005.  
This commitment has been evident also in its ten-year reform plan for education, from 
2001 to 2010.  Progress to date has, however, been slow, even negligible in some respects.   
 
This research study specifically investigates the reasons for the slow progress being made 
in reforming the governance of Vietnam's HE system. It does this within a conceptual 
approach developed from the work of Kogan et al., (2006), North (1990), Mayntz and 
Scharpf (1995, 1997), Scharpf (1997) and Witte (2004), and it employs an ethnographic 
case study method, supplemented by interviews with well-placed informants. It addresses 
the following sub-questions:  
• What is the role of centralization in the autonomy process?  
• How is institutional autonomy being achieved? 
• What changes are being made in internal governance structures, such as the 
establishment of University Council? 
• What quality assurance measures are being implemented?  
• What financial constraints are being encountered?  
• What progress is being made towards a credit-based learning system? 
• What challenges are the higher education institutions facing?    
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1.2. The Institutional Setting  
  
Vietnam has experienced rapid economic growth during the past decade.  Its real rate of 
annual growth in GDP has for much of the decade been in excess 8%, and per capita 
annual income levels are expected to reach as much as US$1,100 by 2010 (up from only 
$400 at the start of the decade) (AusAID, 2008).  Despite this growth, at least one-half of 
the population remains vulnerable to poverty, and Vietnam's economy is extremely 
susceptible to natural disasters (particularly storms and flooding) and to any slight 
deterioration in the world business outlook.   
 
The system of governance in Vietnam has remained stable since 1954 (in the case of the 
North) and since 1975 (in the case of the South).  Vietnam is a single-party State, with the 
Communist Party having absolute leadership across all aspects of society.  At the same 
time, Vietnam's economy has become increasingly liberalized.  Since the adoption of a 
policy of doi moi (economic renovation) in the mid-1980s, Vietnam has changed 
remarkably in the extent to which market mechanisms have been allowed to determine 
patterns of production and distribution in the economy.    
 
The governance of Vietnam's HE system needs to be seen within the context of how 
Vietnam itself is governed.  Three aspects of national governance are especially relevant 
in this regard.  The first is that Vietnam is a one-party communist State in which the Party 
is constitutionally responsible for leading the State. This situation has important 
implications.  It creates, as Truong (n.d.:131) has identified, a set of circumstances in 
which the nation's legislature may not stand above the power of the State, yet laws must 
be made by the legislature that stand independently of the Party.  For HE, this means that 
all decision-making structures normally require a parallel Party structure, the role of the 
Party being to assess decisions taken in terms of their consistency with Party ideology, 
and, if necessary, to exercise a right of veto. 
 
The second aspect is that, notwithstanding the nation's commitment to Marxism-Leninism 
and the thoughts of Ho Chi Minh, there is a remarkable tolerance of market-based 
behavior and of forms of private ownership that are ideologically at odds with, in 
particular, Marxism-Leninism.  This tolerance is evident in nearly all areas of economic 
activity in Vietnam.  For HE, it means that, on the one hand, Marxism-Leninism and the 
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thoughts of Ho Chi Minh are a compulsory part of all undergraduate courses,1 while, on 
the other hand, the State encourages the establishment of “non-public” (in effect, 
privately-owned) higher education institutions (HEIs) – all heavily dependent on market 
forces for their survival, and all charging higher tuition fees, on average, than those 
charged by public-sector institutions. This kind of incongruity lends support to a 
perception that Vietnam's HE system is indeed “a site of contradiction between the 
demands of socialism and the trend towards a market economy” (BICA, 2003: 241). 
 
The third aspect is that, across all areas of government, the regulatory environment (that 
is, the exercise of authority delegated by the National Assembly to the Cabinet) is of far 
greater day-to-day significance than the legislative environment (that is, the law-making 
activities of the National Assembly). While the National Assembly must consider all draft 
laws prior to their adoption, members of the National Assembly rely heavily on advice 
from ministries. Ministries, in turn, do not like to include in draft laws any provisions that 
could be difficult to implement, or ones about which there may be any ongoing concerns.  
As a consequence, laws approved by the National Assembly are often no more than a 
codification of accumulated regulatory decisions. Laws also tend to be written in ways 
that ensures ongoing ministerial discretion in their interpretation.  The Education Law of 
2005 is a case in point.  It is an update of the Education Law of 1998, with the substance 
of all resolutions, decrees and decisions issued between 1998 and 2005 written into it.  On 
contentious matters, such as concerning the exact nature of the distinction between “for-
profit” and “not-for-profit” non-public HEIs, the Law remains silent – the expectation 
being that this matter will eventually be clarified by Government regulation.2 
 
Certain features of the HE system's institutional setting are also of note.  One of these is 
that the system remains firmly under the control of the State – indeed, the public sector of 
HE remains effectively a part of the State bureaucracy. The State exercises its authority 
though various ministries, of which the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) has 
by far the most extensive responsibilities. In consultation with the Ministry of Planning 
and Investment and the Ministry of Finance (MOF), MOET allocates enrolment quotas 
                                                
1 Students are also required to study this topic for their final graduation examination. 
2 Interestingly, some provisions in laws, such as Article 20 of the Education Law of 2005 that "All acts of 
commercialization of education are forbidden", can create an opposite problem for regulators, that is, they 
can create the problem of having to find ways of enabling activities to take place that are essential to the 
public good even though they are contrary to a literal interpretation of a legal provision.   
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for all HEIs and controls the maximum level of tuition fees that HEIs may charge.  It 
controls the curriculum frameworks for all training programs3 delivered by HEIs, and it 
regulates all training program structures. It administers a national University Entrance 
Examination (currently undertaken annually by over one million final-year secondary 
school students), and it manages the process of selecting students for admission to training 
programs. In addition to these responsibilities, it has line-management responsibility for 
one-quarter of all public HEIs, including 12 of the 15 officially designated “key” 
universities.4 For institutions under its direct management, MOET controls (through its 
Department of Personnel) the appointment of rectors5 and regulates (through its 
Department of Planning and Finance) all major decisions about income expenditure. All 
other public HEIs in Vietnam are similarly under line-management control by one 
ministry or another,6 or else by one or other of the provincial governments.7 These 
institutions tend to be much smaller than MOET’s group of universities and colleges, and 
many of them remain highly specialized in their curriculum focus. 
 
Another feature of the institutional setting is that, within universities and colleges, the 
office of rector is the established seat of power.  Interestingly though, rectors do not have 
a significant capacity to affect decisions about the curriculum, its delivery, academic 
standards or the conditions of academic work – these matters are largely determined by 
MOET.  Rectors do, however, have considerable personal authority as a consequence of 
being able to appoint a senior management team, determine institutional teaching and 
research structures, make recommendations for promotion to professorial levels, affect 
decisions about the appointment and promotion of non-professorial staff, and allocate 
discretionary funds.  The office of the rector is also a symbol of the authority of the State, 
and, as such, is regarded respectfully.     
 
                                                
3 A training program is a course of studies leading to the equivalent of a 'major' within an undergraduate 
program. 
4 The two 'key' universities that MOET does not line-manage are the two national universities, one located 
in Hanoi and the other in HCMC, both of which report directly to Cabinet because of a special status given 
to them by the Government. 
5 While ministries are ultimately responsible for appointing rectors, a process of canvassing the views of the 
staff is usually implemented.  This process is often influenced, however, by a tendency for staff to indicate 
their support for the candidate they consider is most likely to be acceptable to the relevant ministry.   
6 Currently, there are 13 ministries that exercise line-management control of individual public higher 
education institutions. 
7 As discussed later, however, HERA foreshadows the elimination of line-ministry control, which means 
specifically that public higher education institutions will need to become self-governing. 
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Yet another feature is that, since 2003, when the Prime Minister promulgated a Charter 
for Higher Education Institutions,8 all universities and colleges are supposed to have 
established governing councils9. Till now, however, very few universities have been able 
to establish their university councils. This is further elaborated in chapter 2 and the case 
study chapters.   
 
Under the Charter, each governing council is to have an elected chairperson (other than 
the rector), and its members are to include the Party committee secretary, the rector 
(whose role is to provide strategic plans and proposals), the heads of constituent colleges, 
and the heads of various unions and associations (including the labor union, youth union, 
student association, women's association, and veterans' association). Some of the 
institution's eminent scholars are also to be members.10  The non-public sector appears 
generally to have had little difficulty in responding positively to the Prime Minister's 
directive.  In the public sector, however, progress in establishing governing councils has 
been slow, generally because these councils are viewed as unnecessary given the roles 
already being performed by sponsoring ministries and by rectors.   
 
Finally, and briefly, because they are beyond the scope of this study, certain 
characteristics of the non-public sector institutions are noteworthy. This sector enrolls 
about 13% of all HE students. It receives no financial support from the State, but its 
enrolment quotas, training program structures and maximum tuition-fee levels are all 
strictly regulated by MOET. In general, the sector concentrates on the provision of 
programs in areas of significant unmet student demand, such as business studies, 
information technology and foreign languages (especially English). The maximum 
tuition-fee levels are, on average, double those charged by public HEIs.  Over recent years 
MOET appears to have become less involved in regulating tuition fees charged by non-
public HEIs, mainly so that the sector can sustain itself.   
                                                
8 Decision 153/2003/QD-TTg, dated July 30, 2003. 
9 Variously referred to as institutional councils or university councils for public-sector institutions, and as 
governing boards for institutions in the non-public sector. 
10 There is currently a draft version of a revised charter.  Of interest here is the extent to which the proposed 
membership of a governing council has been broadened.  The draft reads: "Governing council members 
include both ex officio and elected members. Ex officio members include rector, party secretary, head of 
registrar/training department, and members who are appointed by the state bureaucracy, including 
representatives from the State, ex-students, employers, scientists, educational management experts. As for 
elected members (who can be re-elected), they are: representatives from teaching and administrative staff, 
students (from second year), various institutional unions and organizations, individuals and organizations 
taking part in investment/building the university. Chairperson is other than the rector." 
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1.3. The Conceptual Setting  
 
The governance of HE in Vietnam may be understood in relation to two bodies of 
literature.  The first relates to HE governance in developing countries, while the second 
relates to HE governance in the West, with the second body of literature being 
considerably larger than the first.   
 
Vietnam shares a number of characteristics with other developing countries.  Its HE 
system is, therefore, affected by many of the same pressures as exist in other developing 
countries, and many of the issues in HE governance are similar. 
 
One particularly striking characteristic shared by Vietnam and other developing countries 
in Asia is a very high rate of growth in HE enrolments.  Indeed, HE in Asia has had 
decades of enrolment expansion characterized as massification (Altbach, 2004), that is, 
the process of transformation from an elite to a mass HE. This process places universities 
and colleges under remarkable pressures in terms of resources, expertise, and 
infrastructure. Due to the high population growth in many developing countries in Asia, 
the demand for HE has become most urgent. In the period of 1980 and 1995, HE 
enrolments in developing countries in Asia rose from 28 million to 47 million (Task Force 
Report, 2000:7).  For example, “in China, higher education enrolments rose from 6.4 
million in 1998 to more than 23 million in 2005, with the gross enrolment rate going from 
9.8 to 21% of the relevant age cohort” (Dunroni, 2007:14). This growth can also be seen 
in South Korea, which has a relatively well-established HE system, yet enrolments 
increased from 950,826 to 3,500,560 between 1998 and 2001 (ibid:.14). In Vietnam, there 
has been a huge growth of enrolments since 1993. Between 1993 and 2007, enrolments 
increased from 162,000 to 1,540, 201 students – almost 10-fold in 14 years (MOET: 
2007) (see Appendix D). A high rate of growth in enrolments in HE is often not matched 
by a commensurate increase in the value of public resources allocated to HE (Neave and 
van Vught, 1994), and, in the Asian context, this trend has inevitably resulted in 
overcrowding, insufficient academic staff, poor physical facilities and an inadequate 
research infrastructure in the HE system (Salmil, 1991:2). The process of massification 
continues to produce a heavily financial burden for the State budget of most countries in 
Asia including Vietnam, which is a nation with slow industrialization but a rapid 
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expansion of enrolments in a large number of newly-established universities and colleges, 
and in colleges upgraded to be universities.   
 
A second characteristic relates to the low internal efficiency of HE, especially in terms of 
poor teaching and learning quality in many HE systems in developing countries, with 
consequential effects on the quality of graduates and on their employment prospects 
(Deputy Prime Minister Nguyen Thien Nhan, 3/12/2007). Indeed, graduates find it very 
difficult to apply the knowledge and skills acquired through their HE studies in the kinds 
of jobs available to them upon graduation.  This characteristic of developing countries has 
been widely reported from countries such as Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, the 
Philippines, Peru, and Egypt (Sanyal, 1987), and it is an issue of contemporary relevance 
to Vietnam where, as recently as 2007, official figures were quoted as showing that “63% 
of university graduates cannot find jobs, while 37% of those with jobs are in a job not 
related to their training” (VietnamNet, 6/11/2007). Responding to this situation, the 
Minister for Education and Training warned that “too many graduates have not been 
equipped with the skills needed for work nor they have been given sufficient knowledge 
about society” (VietnamNet, 17/9/2007).  Clearly, those responsible for the governance of 
HE are caught in a difficult crossfire in these circumstances. They are not, generally 
speaking, responsible for the rapid growth of HE enrolments, yet they are called to 
account when the economy is unable to accommodate the number of graduates produced.     
  
A third characteristic relates to a tendency for close, if not absolute, control of HE by the 
State.  This tendency in developing countries has been widely documented (Neave and 
van Vugh, 1994; Task Force Report, 2000), and there can be little doubt that it relates to 
the actual or potential political instability experienced in many developing countries.  
Vietnam, like China and the former Soviet Union, has institutionalized the governance of 
HE so that it is formally a part of the State. Rectors, for example, are appointed by the 
State, and MOET mandates curriculum frameworks for all training programs in HE. 
However, as the need for HEIs to become more internationally competitive becomes 
recognized, many developing countries find that they must disentangle the relationship of 
control that exists between the State and the governance of HEIs.  This is the situation that 
is now found in Vietnam. These characteristics and constraints were referred to as the 
“vicious circle of higher education development in Vietnam” by Deputy Prime Minister 
Nguyen Thien Nhan (3/12/2007).  
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A predominantly Western literature informs the investigation. Works, for example, by 
Clark (1983, 1998), Bargh et al., (1995), Braun and Merrien (1999), de Boer and 
Goedegebuure (2003), Amaral et al., (2003), Brennan (2005), Musselin (2005), Kogan et 
al. (2006), Samil (2007), Bleiklie and Kogan (2007), and Goedegebuure and Hayden 
(2007) have been especially influential. Literature specifically concerned with HE in 
Vietnam has also been important.  This literature includes works by Lam (2004), Pham 
and Fry (2004), Hayden (2005, 2006), Hayden and Lam (2007), Welch (2007).   
 
The literature on HE governance in the West is considerably more voluminous than the 
literature on HE governance in developing countries. Some scholars, whose main interests 
lie in issues of HE governance in advanced Western countries, have also considered forms 
and structures of governance in certain “transition” economies (such as, the Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovenia) – see, for example, File and Goedegebuure 
(2003). To a large extent, however, HE literature in the West is concerned with systems 
that include Australia, Canada, France, Germany, Sweden, Norway, the Netherlands, the 
United Kingdom, the United States.  Central to this literature are concerns about 
regulation, coordination and steering. 
 
All national governments regulate HE to some extent, by prescribing a framework of rules 
within which HEIs must operate.  The weight of this regulatory framework varies between 
HE systems, and it may also vary considerably over time within a HE system.  One of the 
early concerns in the literature on HE governance from the West was the extent to which a 
strong regulatory framework for HE, involving presumptions about the desirability of 
“rational planning and control” (van Vught, 1989: 145; see also Neave and van Vught, 
1994) by the State was desirable. 
 
As van Vught (1989:37) notes, the strategy of rational planning and control, is an 
approach where governmental regulations are frequently imposed to ensure the best 
decisions and actions are made. Rational planning and control is also an approach where 
political actors try to steer a society “by using stringent rules and extensive control-
mechanisms” (ibid). Their desire for this heavy control comes about because the 
government “sees itself as an omniscient and omnipotent actor who thinks himself able to 
rightfully steer a part of society according to his own objectives” (ibid). However, this 
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type of control has been criticized because it is unrealistic (Neave and van Vught, 
1994:4). Such control also implies a centralization of the decision making process rather 
than a decentralization policy. Van Vught (1989:39) sees rational planning and control as 
opposite to a governmental strategy of self-regulation and proposes that the government 
set up an appropriate “mechanism by limiting itself to setting broad frameworks and by 
providing facilities for the behavior of decentralized units”.  
 
Both rational control and self-regulation, however, need an appropriate mechanism of 
coordination. In this regard, Clark’s (1983) “triangle of coordination”, or Braun and 
Merrien’s (1999) “three-dimensional space of governance”, are relevant. Clark’s (1983: 
137-145), “triangle of coordination” includes state authority, the market and academic 
oligarchy at its points. “State authority” refers to the government regulations in steering 
society according to its objectives. “Market” refers to the competition for resources. 
“Academic oligarchy” or “professional system” refers to a group of academic people who 
collectively share important decision-making. However, Clark was “above all referring to 
the United States, where the coordination of universities is seldom established by 
decision-making in political or in intermediate bodies controlled by the academic 
community” (Braun and Merrien, 1999:16) which makes his model quite limited when 
analyzing HE in developing countries.  
 
In an effort to seek a more appropriate model for describing HE governance, van Vught 
(1989, 1994) reduced Clark’s three-dimensional space of governance to a two-
dimensional model of “state control” and “state supervision” in HE (Braun and Merrien, 
1999). The state control model applies in several European countries characterized by 
“strong authority of state bureaucracy and relatively strong position of the academic 
oligarchy within universities” (Braun and Murien, 1999:17). That is, the State is “the 
overarching and highly powerful regulator of the system” (Neave and van Vught, 1994: 9) 
which:  
controls, at least formally, nearly all aspects of the dynamics of the higher 
education system. The national ministry of education regulates the access 
conditions, the curriculum, the degree requirements, the examination systems, the 
appointments and enumeration of academic staff, etc. An important objective of 
this detailed government regulation is the standardization of national degrees, 
which are often awarded by the state rather than by the higher education 
institutions.  
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An example of state control can be seen in French HE system. Vietnam was a French 
colony for almost a century and its HE system is thereby strongly influenced by this 
model. 
 
In contrast, “the state supervising model” is found in Anglo-Saxon tradition, especially, in 
Britain, Australia, United States, and is characterized by a weaker authority of the State 
control (Braun and Murrien, 1999). Its task is to supervise the HE system, rather than 
control it, because the State wishes to “assure academic quality” and maintain a high level 
of accountability. As Neave and van Vught (1994:11) describe:  
In this model the influence exercised by the State is weak. The State sees it only as 
its task to supervise the higher education system, in terms of assuring academic 
quality and maintaining a certain level of accountability. Government does not 
intrude into the higher education system by means of detailed regulation and strict 
control. It rather respects the autonomy of higher education institutions and it 
stimulates the self-regulating capacities of these institutions. The state sees itself 
as a supervisor, steering from distance and using broad terms of regulation. 
   
In this model, it is unusual for the government to intrude into the HE system through 
detailed regulations, decrees and strict control. The State respects institutional autonomy 
and sees itself as a supervisor that steers from distance rather than imposing strict 
governmental regulations. Neave and van Vught (1994) argue that the State supervision 
model appears more appropriate in the present situation of crisis in HE than the State 
control model because, in the context of social and economic conditions of many 
developing countries, “the state supervising model is better able to trigger the innovative 
behavior of higher education institutions” (Neave and van Vught, 1994:14). However, 
they leave open the “government-institutional nexus that drives our higher education 
system” together with “a wide range of interest groups” emerging in the stakeholder 
society (de Boer and Goedegebuure, 2003:17). 
 
The rational and planning control vs. self-regulation and State control vs. State 
supervision concepts are particularly useful for this investigation of Vietnam’s HE 
governance, as Vietnam is a developing country that was colonized for almost a century 
by France and was later heavily influenced by the former Soviet Union. The French 
model introduced into countries like Vietnam and Senegal was a “state control model with 
a powerful national government, centralized administrative system, civil service 
employment and a standardization of diplomas and degrees” (Neave and van Vught, 
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1994:12). This model is said to slow down HE reform and has been under pressure over 
the last few decades (Amaral and Magalhaes, 2001; Hayden and Lam, 2007), so the 
Vietnamese Government now has a strong commitment towards decentralization to 
subordinate levels to enhance dynamics and efficiency. Unfortunately, the reform 
outcome remains much less than expected. Thus, shifting from state control to state 
supervision in Vietnam’s HE context is complex and challenging. 
 
1.4. Vietnam's Higher Education System 
 
An important starting point for this analysis is that education is most highly respected in 
Vietnam. The proverb, “without a teacher, one can do nothing”11, is well known in 
Vietnam, as are sayings that “if you want to cross a river, build a bridge”12, and "if you 
want a child to be good at school, love the teacher”13.  For decades, Vietnamese people 
have learnt by heart Ho Chi Minh’s statement: “For the sake of ten-year benefits, plant 
trees; for the sake of hundred -year benefits, cultivate people”14. 
 
HE in Vietnam dates back to feudal times.  Consistent with developments in China, which 
ruled the northern part of Vietnam until the year 938, Confucianism exercised a growing 
influence on public life in Vietnam during the last 400 years of the first millennium.  
During the Lý Dynasty (1005-1225), Confucianist influence flourished, and it was during 
this period (specifically in 1076) that Vietnam's (and Southeast Asia's) oldest HEI, the 
Royal College (Quoc Tu Giam) was established at the Temple Literature in what is now 
Hanoi (Fry & Pham, 2004:302).  Its purpose was to provide moral education and training 
to the sons of dignitaries (Sloper & Le, 1995: 43).  Between 1442 and 1770, the Temple 
of Literature produced 1,307 graduates, including 82 who received doctorates (Fry & 
Pham, 2004:302). Additional influences from Buddhism and Taoism have also been 
assimilated in the HE system.  
 
A feudal approach to HE continued in Vietnam until the early 1900s, at which time, 
following the consolidation of French control, the feudal system was abolished and 
replaced by a French colonial system of HE. Specialist HE colleges began to be 
                                                
11 Không thầy ñố mày làm nên 
12 Muốn sang hãy bắt cầu kiều 
13 Muốn con hay chữ hãy yêu lấy thầy 
14 Vì lợi ích mười năm trồng cây, vì lợi ích trăm năm trồng người 
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established, in small numbers, and for the purposes only of meeting specific colonial 
needs for administrators and certain professionals. A School of Medicine and Pharmacy 
was founded in Hanoi in 1902, and, by 1920, a Teacher Training College, a College of 
Law and Administration, a College of Engineering, a School of Agriculture and a School 
of Foreign Trade had also been established. Enrolments in these institutions were 
expanded during the 1920s, when arrangements for them were also better formalized. 
Throughout this period “the French colonial regime’s policy was to keep the Vietnamese 
ignorant so as to be able to control them” (Pham & Fry, 2004: 304). Between 1939 and 
1945, various colleges were merged to form the Indochinese University, which was to 
provide for the HE needs of the whole of the French Indochina area, yet which only ever 
attained a maximum enrolment of about 1,000 students (about one-third of them in 
medicine and pharmacy) (Postiglione & Mak, 1997:362). The majority of these students 
were Vietnamese, Khmer or Lao, but over one-quarter of them were French (Duong, 
1978, in Pham & Fry, 2004: 305).   
 
Vietnam's HEIs were effectively shut down during the period of the Vietnam-French War, 
from the mid-1940s until the mid-1950s.  In the North, following victory over the French, 
a new higher education system was developed, in the Soviet style and with considerable 
assistance from the Soviet Union (Kelly, 2000; Hayden, 2005). This style was strongly 
centralized and resulted in the establishment of narrowly specialized and separate 
teaching-only and research-only institutes. In the South, the French model continued to be 
influential, at least for a period. Later, with greater American involvement in the South, an 
American influence became apparent. From 1955 until 1975, 18 new HEIs were 
established in the South, including comprehensive universities in Saigon, Hue and Can 
Tho, and public community colleges in My Tho, Nha Trang, and Da Nang. Following the 
end of the Vietnam-America War in 1975, and the reunification of North and South 
Vietnam, Vietnam’s HE system was extensively restructured and brought under direct 
State control. Universities were categorized into six groups in accordance with their 
specialties, namely teacher training, industry and technology, agriculture, economics, 
medicine, and the arts (Pham & Fry, 2004: 309), and all new HEIs were mono-
disciplinary and expected to focus on specific socio-economic sectors, as reflected in their 
names (Dao & Ngo, 2004). Ministries established their own universities and colleges to 
meet their specialized needs (Welch, 2007). The Ministry of Higher and Vocational 
Education (the predecessor of MOET) was nominally designated to be in charge of the 
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HE system, but in practice a great many HEIs were outside its control.  As indicated in a 
1992 UNDP Report (in Welch, 2007: 41):  
In 1983, only 16 universities were administered by the Ministry of Higher and 
Vocational Education.  Others were under the auspices of other corresponding 
ministries.  For example, the medical schools were under the Ministry of Health, 
the agriculture colleges were under the Ministry of Agriculture, and colleges of 
architecture, under a ministry in charge of construction.  
  
The only international influences on the system were from the Soviet Union and, to a 
lesser extent, China. At that time, the foreign languages taught at universities were mainly 
Russian and Chinese. In the period up to 1990, some 4,500 Vietnamese received 
doctorates from Eastern communist countries, including 3,500 from the Soviet Union 
(Pham, 1998: 163).  These graduates later tended to hold many of the influential positions 
within the State and the Party.    
 
The period from 1975 to 1985 was one of considerable devastation in Vietnam.15  In 1979 
a Vietnam-China War occurred, and throughout the decade there were extensive natural 
disasters.  Very little could be done to develop the HE system. 
 
In 1986, a turning point was reached when the Sixth Congress of the Communist Party of 
Vietnam decided to move away from central planning in the Soviet style and towards the 
development of a more open market economy.  A national policy of doi moi (meaning, 
literally, a change to the new things, or economic renovation) became official.  The policy 
had an immediate and dramatic impact: 
national agriculture was privatized; property rights were introduced across a wide 
range of industries; government budget deficits were cut, as were levels of 
employment at many state-owned enterprises; price controls and controls on 
foreign trade were eased; laws encouraging foreign investment and permitting 
joint ventures with foreign-owned companies were approved; the health care 
system was substantially deregulated; and Vietnam progressively reengaged with 
the international economy (Glewwe, 2004, in Hayden, 2005:2).  
The policy has also had significant longer-term impacts.  Over the period from 1991 to 
2000, the average annual rate of growth in gross domestic product (GDP) in Vietnam was 
7.4 %, even in spite of the downturn that occurred during the Asian economic crisis of the 
late 1990s.  Between 1993 and 2002, absolute poverty levels in Vietnam dropped from 
                                                
15 Even though just a small boy at the time, images of Vietnam as a war-torn country remain vividly in my 
mind.    
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29% to 11% (ADB et al., 2003).  Most recently, in December 2006, Vietnam was 
admitted to the World Trade Organization. 
 
Vietnam remains, however, a low-income country by international standards.  It is heavily 
reliant on intensive agriculture to support its population of almost 85 million, and per-
capita income levels are expected to reach USD 1,000 in 2008 (VietnamNet, 27/11/2008).  
A recent surge in the inflation rate (approximately 30% in 2008) has also alarmed 
Vietnam’s leaders and its people. 
 
The policy of doi moi had a dramatic impact in the field of education. It signaled a change 
of viewpoint whereby education came to be seen as fundamental to Vietnam's economic 
progress.  Indeed education was declared to be “the first national priority policy . . . the 
driving force and the basic condition in ensuring the realization of the socio-economic 
objectives” (Seventh Congress of the Communist Party of Vietnam in 1991, in Sloper & 
Le, 1995:67).  Between the mid-1980s and the mid-1990s, levels of public expenditure on 
education increased remarkably; community resources were mobilized to build more 
classrooms; ambitious programs to achieve higher retention rates to the final year of 
primary education were implemented; administrative decentralization in the school sector 
was embraced and lines of accountability for schools were extensively revitalized; 
curriculum reform in schools was vigorously pursued; permission was granted for private 
schools to be established; tuition fees were introduced to secure additional financial 
resources for secondary and postsecondary education; and major initiatives to increase the 
supply of qualified teachers were implemented (Nga, 2004; NEFA, 2003, in Hayden, 
2005:2). This commitment to the importance of expenditure on education has been 
maintained: by 2007, expenditure for education accounted for 20% of GDP, the highest 
rate ever for Vietnam.       
 
The impact of doi moi on HE only started in 1993. On November 24th 1993, the 
Government issued a landmark decree (Decree 90)16 that indicated a strong commitment 
of the State to the unification and restructuring of its HE system (Hayden, 2005). The 
Government declared ambitiously that all Vietnamese people were entitled to pursue HE. 
To restructure the HE system, it identified five universities (one national university in 
                                                
16 This Decree regulates the national education system including its degrees and certificates 
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Hanoi and one in Ho Chi Minh City, and three regional universities, one each in Hue, Da 
Nang and Thai Nguyen) to be the core of a reformed, unified and public HE system. 
These universities were established between 1993 and 1995, by means of forced 
amalgamations rather than voluntarily, to become large, comprehensive, and research-
intensive institutions. Each was formed from several small and specialized mono-
disciplinary universities that had been established during the influential period of the 
former Soviet Union.  
 
To provide greater access to HE, and above all, to mobilize community involvement in 
local areas, Decree 90 also allowed the establishment of so-called “semi-public”, 
“private” and “people-founded” HEIs. Semi-public institutions were to be owned by the 
State, but their operational activities were to be funded entirely from tuition-fee income 
and the sale of a range of educational services (ibid). Typical examples were the two 
national Open universities established in 1993 (one in Ho Chi Minh City and one in 
Hanoi) that operated under a user-pays system, providing open access to HE study, 
including through distance education.   
 
The establishment of a non-private HE sector marked the State’s commitment to the 
development of Vietnam’s HE system, at no cost to the State. Non-public HEIs include 
“people-founded” universities and colleges, such as institutions established and owned at 
a local level by community or professional associations. To avoid the term “private”, they 
were named non-public to match with their “not-for-profit” status17.  The first Vietnamese 
people-founded HEI was Thang Long University, established in 1988 in Hanoi. This 
University worked as an experiment and provided a working model for all non-public 
institutions (Hayden, 2005)18.  
 
The HE reforms between 1993 and 1995 offered a basic framework for a remarkable 
phase of growth and development for Vietnam's HE system. Following those reforms, in 
1998, the Government issued Decision No 70/1998-QD-TTg (dated 31-3-1998) which 
specified the rate of tuition fees for students attending public HEIs. Article 1 of this 
Decision indicated that tuition fees were a form of joint contribution between 
students/student’s parents and the State, in order to ensure the operation of these 
                                                
17 In practice, the difference between “profit” or “not-for profit” in Vietnamese people-founded higher 
education institutions is unclear. 
18 At present, student’s enrolment of non-public sector accounts for around 13% of the total enrolment. 
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institutions. It could be said that this was one of the strongest shifts by the State in moving 
toward a free market economy19. Shortly after that, the Government issued a decree that 
HE programs could only be undertaken at a designated university or college (Decree No. 
90/CP, dated December 2, 1998).  Hayden (2005) remarks that the motivation of this 
decision is not explicitly clear, “but its significance is that it placed a boundary around 
what could be officially described as HE in Vietnam” (ibid:3). The Government (via the 
Education Laws of 1998 and 2005) also made a clear distinction between degree-granting 
institutions (universities) and institutions restricted to awarding associate degrees 
(colleges). As a result, this decision offered a separate status for universities and colleges. 
In addition to bachelor degrees, universities were given permission to offer master and 
doctoral degrees: “This change represented another major departure from the Soviet 
model of the earlier era, in which research training belonged largely to specialist research 
institutes” (Hayden, 2005:3).  
 
In 2000, a further distinction was made between universities, aiming at developing a 
research capability, and colleges, which were expected to provide opportunities for study 
within a single field of study (previously, its main focus on teachers’ training) and were 
not to have a research role (Decree No. 43/2000/ND-CP20, dated August 30, 2000, in 
Hayden, 2005:4). As Hayden (2005: 4) cites from Decision No 47/200121: 
This classification was extended in 2001 by the addition of community (junior) 
colleges as a specific type of higher education institution, one that provided 
vocational training programs, as well as programs articulated with courses offered 
by universities and senior colleges.  
 
In 2004, a select group of fourteen universities was identified as the “key” HEIs in 
Vietnam (Document No 1269/CP-KG, dated September 6, 2004 by the Prime Minister).  
This group included the existing of two national universities in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh 
City; three regional universities, in Hue, Da Nang, and Thai Nguyen; and another nine 
other large universities over the country22. More recently (January 2008), the Government 
issued Document No 177/2008 which added the Institute of Military Technology to the 
list of key HEIs in Vietnam. These fifteen universities are regarded as major HEIs in 
                                                
19 Vietnam is still not a free market economy country according to international standards.  
20 This Decree regulates in details and provides concrete guidance on some articles in the Education Law of 
1998 
21 Decision 47/2001/Qð-TTg dated 04/4/2001 regarding Vietnam’s higher education development network, 
2001-2010 
22 My home university (Can Tho University) is one of the fourteen key universities in Vietnam 
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Vietnam because they were considered “core” and given special funding by the 
Government.  
 
In 2005, Cabinet Resolution 5 stated that HEIs in Vietnam would be classified as either 
“public” or “non-public”, which meant that “semi-public” institutions (which in 2002-
2003 accounted for 3% of all HE students) would be replaced by non-public institutions 
(Resolution No. 05/2005/NQ-CP, dated April 18, 2005). The Cabinet also ambitiously 
expected that around 40% of all HE enrolments would be in the non-public sector by 2010 
– an increase from only 13% in 2003-2004 (in Hayden, 2005:4). Hayden (2005:4) notes 
the State commitment to growth of HE by providing support:  
It (this resolution) introduced a new classification scheme for non-public higher 
education institutions, that is, they were to be classified either as “for-profit” or as 
“not-for-profit”, and it committed the State to the growth of “not-for-profit” non-
public institutions through the provision of generous tax exemptions and land 
grants.  
 
The policies on tax exemptions and land grants for non-public HEIs, however, still remain 
unclear because there is a blurring between “for-profit” and “not-for-profit” in the non-
public sector. Despite this ambiguity, the Cabinet encouraged public HEIs to “adopt a 
more client-centered and less bureaucratic approach to service delivery” (ibid).  Hayden 
(2005:4) highlights the importance of this Resolution to Vietnam’s HE reforms:  
Resolution 5 marks an important turning point in the development of higher 
education in Vietnam.  It commits the sector to a path now familiar across Asia, 
that is, a huge expansion in the non-public sector as a means of coping with the 
volume of unmet demand for places in higher education.  
 
There remains a large volume of unmet demand for HE places: as of school year 2006-
2007, only 12.87% of students were enrolled in non-public sector institutions, a 2% 
increase on 2004 (Vu Tho, 2007). The expansion of non-public sector enrolments 
stipulated by the State is happening very slowly. This is not because of the small number 
of private HEIs but is instead due to the contradictory policy of expansion which allows 
for a huge increase on the number of HEIs from 288 in 2006 to 600 by 2020 while at the 
same time there will be a serious shortage of qualified lecturers and infrastructure. 
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1.5. Conceptual Approach for the Investigation  
 
A suitable conceptual approach to address the question of why Vietnam has been slow to 
modernize the governance of its HE system is suggested by the works of Bleiklie and 
Kogan (2006), North (1990), Maytnz and Scharpf (1995, 1997), Scharpf (1997) and Witte 
(2004), among others. 
 
Bleiklie and Kogan’s (2006) framework focuses on HE governance. In their framework, 
state policy is initially formulated in a top-down/bureaucratic process by national making 
bodies. These policies are consequently transformed into laws and regulations which are 
implemented within HEIs. The policies are subsequently translated and transferred to 
individual faculties and departments so that they can conduct their teaching, research, and 
administrative assignments. This approach is normally implemented within a hierarchical 
process in which three different ‘levels’ of analysis are included: the macro level of 
national politics, the meso level of institutional behavior and the micro level of individual 
behavior. This framework has a high level of relevance for the present investigation.  
 
The implementation of hierarchical process, however, is normally confronted with 
pressures and constraints. In this regard, North (1990) identifies formal and informal 
institutional constraints that can be seen in the governance of both public and private 
institutions. Formal constraints include laws, regulations, and political rules imposed by 
higher levels, while informal constraints comprise norms of behavior, cultural values and 
traditions shared within HEIs in a given society. According to North’s perspective, 
informal constraints are more difficult to change or deal with than formal constraints. In 
his thinking, institutions influence actors and they do so through “opportunities, 
incentives and mental maps” (in Witte, 2004: 414). This approach forms a basis for 
interpreting institutional changes via pressures and constraints within Vietnam’s higher 
education governance. These constraints are described in the case studies (see Chapters 5, 
6 and 7). 
 
Mayntz and Scharp’s (1995, 1997) model of actor-centered institutionalism expands 
North’s model. Within to this model, “a plurality of actors” from State, public, semi-
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public and private sectors are introduced to take part in shaping the governance of these 
sectors. These scholars argue that an explicit dichotomy between the steering state and the 
society to be steered, together with top-down planning models, is no longer adequate. 
Instead, “multiple modes of interaction” and “actor constellation” (Scharpf, 1997:44-45) 
are better embraced through policy formulation process, policy formulation and 
institutional change. Also, they argue that actors are influenced by institutions, rather than 
that institutions shape actors, because “actors are characterized by specific capabilities, 
specific perceptions and specific preferences” (ibid:43). Modes of interaction, as Schaprf 
(1997:45) describe, may be seen not only as a “non-cooperative game” but also as a 
“cooperative game”, or as a “voting game” or “hierarchical game”. The notion that 
“actors and their interacting choices, rather than institutions, are the proximate causes of 
policy responses whereas institutional conditions to the extent that they are able to 
influence actors choice, are conceptualized as remote causes” (Scharpf, 2000:3, in Witte, 
2004) helps deal with the proximate causes of policy responses and institutional 
conditions that influence actors’ choice in Vietnam’s HE governance. In this regard, 
“actor constellations” and “modes of interaction” presented through actor-centered 
institutionalism provide useful concepts for the analysis of actors’ interaction in the policy 
process of both public and private governance. While the “actor constellations” describe a 
static picture of actors’ relations regarding a proposed policy, the mode of interaction 
specifies how “that conflict is going to be resolved through unilateral action, negotiation, 
voting, or hierarchical determination” (Scharpf, 1997:72), that is, it is concerned with the 
dynamics of actors’ interactions. Although hierarchical decision-making is dominant in 
developing countries, including Vietnam, HE in these countries is shaken by “negotiation 
in the shadow of hierarchy” (Maytnz and Scharpf, 1995:28, in Witte, 2004). However, the 
shadow of hierarchy seems to be shaken in Vietnam due to the pressures for change from 
diverse HE stakeholders, from both inside and outside the system.  
 
Witte (2004) amended North’s concept by replacing the informal and formal constraints 
with the “regulatory and cultural features”, as she believed that these would be able to 
“capture not only the constraining and restricting side of institutions, but the steering side 
as well” (p.410). She explained both “the actors’ side” and “the institutional side”, with 
the former indicating “the precise account of the interaction of the various actors in higher 
education policy” (p.413), while the later “provides a richer and more grounded account 
of the institutional fabric that makes up for different national higher education systems by 
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specifying the respective cultural and regulatory features” (p.413). She addressed the 
importance of “study structure” – “interwoven with other institutional features of the 
system” where “opportunities, incentives, and mental models are in turn shaped by the 
institutional context of higher education system in which they operate” (p.411).  
 
1.6. Scope and Limitations of the Investigation   
 
The empirical scope of this investigation is grounded in ethnographic case studies of three 
universities in Vietnam. An ethnographic case study design, involving an interpretivist 
approach to the data, precludes generalization from the sample to the whole of Vietnam's 
system of HE.  At the same time, however, the universities selected for the case studies 
are leading public HEIs within Vietnam's HE system. Each is large and multidisciplinary 
in focus (except Hanoi National Economics University); they are located in three different 
regions across the country; and they count among those universities that would under 
normal circumstances be regarded as being the most likely to act as vanguards for change 
across the system. Insights obtained from an in-depth examination of their structures, 
processes and decision-making cultures are likely, therefore, to find resonance more 
broadly across the HE system in Vietnam, certainly across the public sector (which 
accounts for 87% of all students) of the system.   
 
A second aspect of the scope of the investigation, which may also have some limitations 
associated with it, is that empirical work for the investigation was undertaken in 2007, 
relatively short following the release of HERA. This Agenda was approved by the 
Government late in 2005, and presents the official blueprint for reform of the HE system 
up to 2020.  HERA envisaged some very significant changes to the governance of HE in 
Vietnam, although it is also true that many of them had been foreshadowed in previous 
official documentation.  At the time of conducting interviews for the case studies, 
therefore, there was a general anticipation that change in the forms and structures of HE 
governance was inevitable at some point in the future.  In the unlikely event that this 
change happens quickly, then the insights from this investigation may become more 
historical than contemporary in their value. 
 
Finally, as noted earlier in this chapter, Vietnam is one of the few remaining single party 
states in the world. Observations based on the experience of HE governance within this 
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type of national system of governance may possibly be of limited salience to a 
consideration of issues of HE governance in most other countries.  The literature suggests 
otherwise, however, because it is clear that the reform of systems of HE governance is 
often slow, especially in developing countries. 
 
1.7. Organization of the Thesis  
 
This thesis is comprised of nine chapters.  Chapter 2 introduces the range of issues for 
investigation that relate to the question of the reform of the governance of HE in Vietnam.  
Chapter 3 provides more detail about the conceptual framework for the present 
investigation.  Chapter 4 addresses the question of how the empirical part of the present 
investigation was designed.  Chapters 5, 6 and 7 report respectively on in-depth case 
studies conducted at Can Tho University, Hue University and Hanoi National Economics 
University. Chapter 8 provides a review and discussion of the major insights from the 
case studies.  Chapter 9 concludes the thesis with an account of the reasons for the slow 
rate of progress and with a consideration of the contribution of the case studies to the 
literature of HE in Vietnam. The thesis ends with suggestions for some points of departure 
for follow-up research.      
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CHAPTER II 
 
ISSUES FOR INVESTIGATION 
 
This chapter introduces a range of issues confronting the governance of higher education 
in Vietnam.  Reviewing these issues is important for understanding the research problem 
being addressed in this thesis and for establishing a basis for the various insights in the 
case studies documented in later chapters. The issues addressed in this chapter are of 
considerable contemporary significance as many of them have been identified in the 
Higher Education Reform Agenda 2005, which is guiding the modernization of higher 
education governance in Vietnam.   
 
2.1. A Legacy of Centralization 
 
Governance of the HE system in Vietnam is complex and highly centralized (Hayden, 
2005; Kelly, 2005). It is also bureaucratic, with a top-down management/up-side down 
triangle shape (Kwillinski, 2006) – a characteristic that has been said to contribute to 
“duplication, confusion and waste” (IEE, 2004:4). Overall control of the system is in the 
hands of MOET and other related line-ministries, which themselves are strongly 
centralized. This control system is likened to “a grandmother university” or “super 
governing board” that controls all the activities of its “children” and “grandchildren 
institutions” (Vu, 2007).  
 
The Government has absolute authority in controlling both the public and private sector of 
HE. Various ministries are involved, some of which have regulatory responsibilities 
across the system and some of which have regulatory responsibilities for individual 
universities and colleges (Hayden and Lam, 2007). This model has persisted for more 
than four decades and it remains the dominant model in Vietnam’s HE today.  
 
Five prominent ministries have responsibilities across the HE system: the Ministry of 
Education and Training (see Appendix C), the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of 
Planning and Investment, the Ministry of Internal Affairs, and Ministry of Science and 
Technology. These ministries advise the Government about national policy formulation, 
national target setting for and the financing of HE  (Hayden and Lam, 2007:75). Based 
 35
upon their advice, decisions are made by the Government about the “intended growth of 
the system, the appropriate balance of capital and recurrent expenditure” (ibid).   
 
All public HEIs in Vietnam report to the State through one or other of thirteen different 
ministries.  During the Soviet period of influence, individual ministries established their 
own universities, colleges and institutes to meet their specific needs for trained labor 
(Hayden and Lam, 2007; Welch, 2007). These institutions were, regarded as extended 
arms of the State bureaucracy. Each ministry provided the funds and management 
necessary to maintain its own universities, colleges and institutes.  
 
During the early 1990s, an attempt was made to unify all public universities and colleges 
under the control of MOET, but the attempt was only partially successful. As a result, 
while MOET currently has direct responsibility for the management of forty seven 
individual universities and colleges, including all of the “key” universities (except two 
national universities), the majority of public HEIs in Vietnam remain under the direct 
control of twelve other ministries – some of whom struggle financially to maintain them. 
The inadequacy of their financial support impacts directly on their quality. The Ministry 
of Culture and Information, for example, controls eight HEIs, while the Ministry of 
Finance controls five (Hayden and Lam, 2007). The National Labor Union also has its 
own university to train its “human resources”.  
 
Ministries with their own HEIs are responsible for their “children universities” and have 
control over expenditure, staffing and management. MOET has generally given more 
financial autonomy to its universities and colleges than have other ministries (Hayden and 
Lam, 2007).  Decree No 10 issued in 2002 and Decree No 46 in 2006 determined that all 
public HEIs should have more freedom in their expenditure but not in relation to their 
income. That is, they can spend money they receive (according to regulations for financial 
management given to them by the MOF) but they cannot decide the rate of tuition fees.  
 
Not only is there strict management of financial matters but there are also tight controls in 
the enrolment quota. As observed by Hayden and Lam (2007:75):  
Ministry of Education and Training has by far the most extensive system-wide 
responsibilities. In consultation with the Ministry of Planning and Investment, it 
allocates enrolment quotas for all higher education institutions, whether public or 
private. These quotas are considered as a mechanism for managing supplying 
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growth of higher education places and specialized labor force skills. The quotas 
apply both to the overall student load of an institution and to student load within 
individual programs of study. They influence the allocation of block grants and 
scholarship support to public-sector institutions.  
The Personnel and Planning/Financing Departments appear the most powerful entities in 
MOET because they decide the budget allocation and personnel for universities. HEIs 
need to maintain good relationships with these two departments if they want to maintain 
“positive” support from MOET.   
MOET also approves curriculum frameworks for all programs of study across the system, 
which accounts for around 70-80% of the teaching program of the institutions. These 
frameworks are developed by “scholars selected and appointed by MOET [who] prescribe 
for each program of study the necessary objectives, the minimum knowledge 
requirements, the structural curriculum components and the necessary allocations of time 
to theory, practice and internship experience, namely a common curriculum structure for 
the system” (Hayden and Lam, 2007:75). MOET’s other areas of authority include 
management of the appointment processes for professorial titles, the high-rank positions 
in universities (rectors and vice-rectors), and management of a national system of 
entrance examinations to all universities and colleges. MOET’s control in these matters is 
contentious, but little changes in response to criticisms made, except perhaps that the 
national entrance exams are expected to be eliminated by MOET in 2010.  
 
Another feature of Vietnam’s HE system is that the two national universities, Vietnam 
National University in Hanoi and Vietnam National University in Ho Chi Minh City are 
considered as exceptional because “they operate within charters given to them directly by 
the Cabinet” (Hayden and Lam, 2007:75) with greater autonomy than any other public-
sector universities or colleges. Established by Former Prime Minister Vo Van Kiet in 
1993 (for the university in Hanoi) and in 1995 (for the university in Ho Chi Minh City), 
they are provided with special privileges in areas related to expenditure, travel, salary and 
related matters, and they are granted ministerial-level status. Both function and operate 
exactly the same as MOET, and they can thereby make budgetary decisions without direct 
reference to a “mother ministry” but to the Cabinet. This means that, since 1994, there 
have been two more ministries (national universities) in charge of controlling their 
“children institutions”. In reality, these two national universities are not newly established 
ministries but their functions and operation status are equivalent to ministries. Even 
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though they have far more autonomy than any other public universities (as they are 
directly under the control of the Cabinet), they appear to lack proper management at their 
institutional level to leverage their capability building and competitive advantage. Their 
“children universities” (through amalgamation of many small mono-disciplinary 
universities) operate independently, like any other public universities. When these two 
national universities were merged from other existing smaller universities, instead of 
synthesizing curricula for common teaching and making use of the synergies of a 
comprehensive university, the university leaders simply formed an upper level of 
management. This resulted in the Faculty of Economics (which used to belong to the 
HCM National University) withdrawing and going on its own (Vu, 2005).  
 
The establishment of three regional universities in Hue, Da Nang, and Thai Nguyen in 
1994 is also of note. In 1994, following Decree No 30-CP of the Government issued on 
April 4th, six mono-disciplinary universities across Hue City and surrounding areas were 
merged to become Hue University. These “children” universities included the University 
of Pedagogy, University of Sciences, University of Medicine, University of Agriculture 
and Forestry, University of Arts, University of Economics, and University of Foreign 
Languages. Of these, the University of Medicine, University of Agriculture & Forestry, 
University of Sciences, and University of Pedagogy were the most prominent, with 
around 40-50 years of tradition. Each had its own distinctive identity.  Da Nang and Thai 
Nguyen Universities have had a similar history23.  
 
Given the highly centralized nature of the control exercised over public universities in 
Vietnam, by the Government, by MOET and by other in-line ministries, how Vietnam's 
HE system will break out of its present rigid mould is a matter of concern for this 
investigation. It will not be a simple process because of the immense complexity involved 
in the high level of centralization. There have been calls for elimination of heavy 
centralized control, but the results to date are much less than expected.  
 
Both the HERA of 2005 and a more recent document, the thirteenth draft of the Strategic 
Development Plan 2009-202024, recognized the need to abolish the control of in-line 
                                                
23 Da Nang University was basically developed on the basis of a core Polytechnic University in Da Nang 
City  
24 Issued by MOET, 18/12/2008 
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ministries, but no timeline was given for this process. One of the possible reasons for their 
continued existence is that they provide many opportunities for access to benefits and 
privileges for the ministries concerned. Personnel departments within these ministries, for 
instance, gain considerable benefits from being able to recommend academic staff for 
senior appointments, including to the position of rector. Financial departments are 
similarly placed because of their capacity to influence budget allocations. There exists a 
well-established “asking-approving” mechanism in Vietnam that characterizes 
relationships between State instrumentalities. In the context of Vietnam’s HE, universities 
must ask MOET and the line-ministries to which they report for permissions and 
approvals in matters related to enrolment quotas, budget, projects, senior personnel, 
infrastructure, curriculum, and so on.  Ministries then approve “privileges”, that is, they 
grant the permissions and approvals, but often only if intensively lobbied, including by 
means of “beneficial arrangements”. In reality, it is hard to address these processes 
because they are very sensitive and lack concrete evidence – there are unwritten laws 
which are implicitly understood by the people and parties concerned. With line-ministry 
control removed, access to these benefits and privileges would disappear. Ways of getting 
around the reform may, therefore, be pursued.  The decision in HERA and the recent draft 
Strategic Development Plan to replace line-ministry control with “a mechanism for 
having State ownership represented within public higher education institutions” (MOET, 
18/12/2008) may, in fact, provide one such avenue. If this decision is interpreted to mean 
that there should be a significant, or even a majority, proportion of ministerial appointees 
on the governing councils of public HEIs, then line-ministry control, under a new guise, 
could well be reinvented.    
 
The rectorate may also be resistant to the elimination of line-ministry control. Although, 
rectors of public HEIs do not make decisions about matters related to the curriculum, its 
delivery, academic standards or the conditions of academic work, they do make decisions 
about matters that impact significantly on the career opportunities of individual members 
of staff, and they also control discretionary funds made available to their institution. They 
have considerable authority within their institutions, therefore, and their status is 
enhanced by the fact that they also occupy a significant position of authority within the 
bureaucracy of the State. The removal of line-ministry control will change the 
circumstances of their employment. Their burden of responsibilities will inevitably 
increase because policies and decisions now being determined centrally within ministries 
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for their institutions will have to be made by rectors, in consultation with an institutional 
governing council. Many rectors will have great difficulty in managing this change 
because the centralized system of budgets and management gave them no opportunity to 
develop skills in these areas. Perhaps even more challenging will be their new line of 
accountability – to their institution's governing council. In this regard, they will be much 
more socially accountable because the membership of governing councils will reflect a 
wide range of stakeholder interests. 
 
The centralizing influence of the Party is another specific characteristic of the centralized 
control system. As mentioned in chapter 1, Article 4 of the Constitution of the Socialist 
Republic of Vietnam confirms the role and importance of the Party:  “The Communist 
Party of Vietnam, the vanguard of the Vietnamese working class, the faithful 
representative of the rights and interests of the working class, the toiling people, and the 
whole nation, acting upon the Marxist-Leninist doctrine and Ho Chi Minh's thought, is the 
force leading the State and society.” This statement confirms the absolute leadership of 
the Party over all aspects of society.  
 
Another consequence of heavy centralization is that, over the decades of its existence, 
people have become accustomed to passively waiting for instructions, guidance and a 
budget from higher authority levels. Managers within institutions do not risk taking 
responsibility for decisions because there are no strong incentives for them to do so. This 
situation leads to a set of circumstances in which people do not know any other way of 
doing things, so, when asked to make major changes that threaten their jobs, they usually 
hesitate to change or even resist it, particularly if such changes affect their “bowls of rice” 
(that is, their personal income).   
 
2.2. Institutional Autonomy  
 
Institutional autonomy is crucial to the wellbeing of any HEIs. The concept is, however, 
not well-embraced in Vietnam’s HE system. As Hayden and Lam (2007: 80) note, “there 
is negligible institutional autonomy at present”. Of more than 360 HEIs in late 2008, only 
the two national universities, due to their ministerial status provided by the State, have 
certain freedom to decide their own budget and part of their curriculum. MOET controls 
around 70-80% of common curriculum of all HE sectors. Only the private HEIs, due to 
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their income generated from tuition fees, have any freedom to exercise corporate financial 
control and corporate governance. In principle, they can appoint their own staff or select 
their own students, though these decisions need to be taken within the framework of 
quotas set by the State. The selected students are normally ones who failed the national 
matriculation exams and are ready to pay high tuition fees.  
 
The Charter for Higher Education Institutions of 2003 set a landmark for establishing 
institutional governance arrangements committed to greater institutional autonomy. It did 
not, however, assure any substantive autonomy for HEIs (Berhadl, 1990). Neither did it 
stipulate the removal of in-line management accountability of rectors of public sector 
institutions. Consequently, there is a tension between, on the one hand, the needs of 
universities to have a self-management capability and, on the other hand, the needs of the 
State to retain sufficient control to be able to sustain the socialist orientation of HE. 
Hayden and Lam (2007:81) note that State wants to control the HE system because:  
within the large state bureaucracy, there are many who - strongly conditioned by a 
culture of centralized planning, and cut off for so long from exposure to alternative 
forms of public management - have no proper understanding of what institutional 
autonomy for higher education genuinely means. 
 
This account of Vietnam’s HE context is accurate, but there are additional considerations. 
One of these is simply that there is a lack of trust by the State in how universities might 
manage institutional autonomy, especially because so many new HEIs have been allowed 
to be established during the past decade without sufficient qualified teaching staff and 
with inadequate infrastructure25. Another is that the State (via MOET and in-line 
ministries), which knows how attractive institutional autonomy would be, wants to keep it 
for “bargaining” beneficial arrangements26. Yet another is that the role of the Party, which 
is defined in the Constitution of 1993 as “the leading force of the State and society”, must 
be allowed to retain its capacity to veto any decision taken by a governing council or 
rector. In this regard, Hayden and Lam (2007:81) propose:  
even with legislated institutional autonomy, caution in making decisions would 
always need to be exercised because of the need to maintain Party approval. A 
way forward for Vietnam could be to require legislatively that governing councils 
should have an adequate representation of Party members, but that decisions taken 
by governing councils on matters related to the mission and goals of their 
                                                
25 Interestingly, it is MOET that initially approves the documents for establishing new universities and for 
upgrading colleges to be universities (the Prime Minister just simply signs and endorses). 
26 It is hard to explicitly address this phenomenon 
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institutions should be final. It is difficult otherwise to see how governing councils 
could exercise authentic institutional autonomy. 
 
2.3. Legislative and Regulatory Framework 
 
The Education Law of 200527 contains many ambiguities, however. It prescribes that the 
State will “implement decentralization of management to local agencies and enhance the 
autonomy and accountability of grassroots education establishments”, which could be 
interpreted as implying that the State supports institutional autonomy. In another part of 
the Law, however, is the provision that: 
The State centrally administers the national education system in terms of 
objectives, programs, curriculum, education plans, teachers’ standards, 
examination rules, degrees, and certificates; centrally administers education 
quality, implements the centralization process of education administration, 
enhances the autonomy and accountability of educational institutions (Article 
14:4)  
 
Furthermore, as Hayden and Lam (2007: 77) have identified: 
Article 53 prescribes that all universities and colleges should have their own 
university/governing councils with responsibility for making decisions about the 
“purposes, strategies, projects and development plan” as well as the “usage of 
finance and assets”, yet, in Article 41, authority for “compiling and ratifying 
curricula used at universities” is explicitly assigned to MOET. In other words, 
institutional self-management is encouraged, but universities and colleges do not 
control their own curriculum frameworks. Article 3 states that “Vietnamese 
education is a socialist education”, and Article 20 states that “making use of 
education activities for profit is forbidden”, while Article 66 grants financial 
autonomy to people-founded and private HEIs, and these institutions are also 
given the right to invest their own funds and distribute profits to their investors: 
“The balance [after covering costs] is divided among investors according to their 
capital contribution”. In other words, universities and colleges are socialist 
institutions operating on a “not-for-profit” basis, but some may be privately 
owned, and some may even distribute a profit.  
  
The problem of ambiguity is compounded by the fact that the Government sometimes 
finds it necessary to go ahead of what is prescribed in the Law in order to maintain 
management of the HE system. An example of this situation is the Prime Minister's 
announcement in January, 2008, that the Government would allow HEIs to decide the rate 
of tuition fees at their institutions, even though the Education Law of 2005 specified that 
                                                
27 Adopted by Vietnam’s National Assembly via No 38/2005/QH11 dated 14/6/2005   
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the Government should fix tuition fees nation-wide. It is widely accepted that the Law is 
often out of date, largely because of the National Assembly's limited capacity to amend 
the Law quickly.  Even as early as May in 2006, the Tuoi Tre newspaper was referring to 
the fact that the Education Law of 2005 was already out of date.    
 
A peculiar characteristic of HE governance in Vietnam is that the regulatory environment, 
namely, the exercise of authority delegated by the National Assembly to the Government, 
is generally more powerful than the law-making activities of the National Assembly. That 
means that Party resolutions, Government decrees and Prime Ministerial decisions are 
more frequently followed and far more immediate in impact than are laws passed by the 
National Assembly (Hayden, 2005). When laws are passed and come into existence, they 
are not immediately valid because many articles remain too general and people do not 
know how to implement them. As a result, people generally wait for Governmental 
decrees and Prime Ministerial decisions, especially guidance from in-line ministries, 
before implementation occurs. This process is slow.  For example, it was not until August 
2006 that the Prime Minister issued Decree No 75/2006/N-CP on “regulating details and 
implementing some articles in Education Law 2005”. Even this Decree, however, did not 
address the implementation of all articles of the Law. Details for implementing other 
articles were to be guided by the Minister of Education and Training.  
 
Of particular note in the context of the legislative and regulatory framework for HE in 
Vietnam is the Government's HERA, which was adopted in 2005 but which did not begin 
to be widely discussed until almost 2007. HERA is a reform plan intended to provide 
Vietnam with a HE system that by 2020 is “advanced by international standards, highly 
competitive, and appropriate to the socialist-oriented market mechanism”28. When fully 
implemented, HERA will result in a system that is three to four times larger than at 
present, better managed and better integrated, more flexible in providing opportunities for 
course transfer, more equitable, more financially self-reliant, more research-oriented, 
more focused on the commercialization of research and training opportunities, more 
attuned to international benchmarks of quality, and more open to international 
engagement. Thirty-two specific reform measures were endorsed, addressing nearly every 
                                                
28 Resolution No. 14/2005/NQ-CP, dated November 2, 2005, para. 2(a). 
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aspect of the HE system (Hayden & Lam, 2007).  Of interest here are four measures that 
relate directly to reform of the system's governance. 
 
One of these concerns conferring on public HEIs “legal autonomy in their operations, 
giving them the right to decide and be responsible for training, research, human resource 
management and budget planning”. Though there is an absence of detail in HERA 
concerning the full extent of what is intended, commentary to date suggests that legal 
autonomy will mean that public HEIs can eventually determine their own training 
programs, decide on their own research agendas, manage their own processes for selecting 
and appointing staff (including to the position of rector), and make their own budgetary 
arrangements. These developments will result in a significant transfer of decision-making 
authority from the State to the public HE system.       
 
A second measure is to “eliminate line-ministry control and develop a mechanism for 
having State ownership represented within public higher education institutions”.  This 
measure is coupled with a commitment to “ensure community-based monitoring and 
evaluation, involving unions and community groups especially in monitoring and 
evaluating higher education quality as it relates to career orientation”.  Eliminating line-
ministry control is consistent with the proposed conferral of legal autonomy on public 
HEIs, and it will strongly reinforce the transfer of authority from the State to HEIs. In the 
absence of line-ministry control, public HEIs will need to assume responsibility for 
deciding on a diverse range of matters, including their strategic directions, their capital 
development plans, their management profile, their income and expenditure plans, and 
their quality assurance arrangements.       
  
A third measure is to “focus State management on the implementation of the development 
strategy and on the development of a quality assurance and accreditation control for 
higher education; improve on the legislative and regulatory environment; accelerate the 
State's stewardship role in monitoring and inspecting the overall structure and scale of 
higher education, in order to satisfy the current and future demands of the country's labour 
force”.  Though difficult to interpret in the absence of further detail, this reform measure 
indicates, as will be discussed more fully later on, an official commitment to a new kind 
of relationship between the State and the HE system – one based on State supervision as 
opposed to State control.         
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A fourth measure is to “develop a Higher Education Law”. The significance of this 
decision is that it shows that the Government recognizes the need for a legislative 
framework that takes account of HE’s distinctiveness.     
 
2.4 Internal Governance Structures 
 
Internal governance structures are clearly indicated in the Charter for Higher Education 
Institutions of 2003. The Charter comprises 10 chapters and 58 articles. The Charter 
required the establishment of governing councils for all universities and colleges, to be 
responsible for: 
(1) Setting up the mission, goals and strategic plans for the institution; (2) building 
specific regulations and rules for all activities in the institution; (3) approving 
important expenditure and investment projects of the institution; and (4) 
supervising the implementation of democratization in the institution. (Lam, 2004, 
in Hayden and Lam, 2007: 77) 
 
The Charter, however, did not define a distinctive working mechanism for governing 
councils.  It did not state, for example, what authorities and responsibilities these councils 
were entitled to have. Neither did it provide clear statement of how they were to relate to 
the Party.  Particularly important, it did not indicate how the Party secretary, the council 
chairperson and the rector were to report to one another, or which one of these three 
positions was to be the more powerful.  As with the Education Law of 2005, and as is the 
case with a great many regulatory mandates, many the details were left to be determined 
by MOET.  
 
The Charter has not to date been widely influential.  One reason is that it did not provide 
for institutional autonomy because “governing councils of public-sector universities and 
colleges should remain accountable to various ministries for decisions taken, and it made 
no provision for rectors to be directly accountable to their respective governing councils” 
(Hayden and Lam, 2007:78). The crucial matters, therefore, “remained in the hands of 
relevant ministries” (ibid).  Furthermore, rectors were considered likely to be “reluctant to 
be in a position of having to report to both a governing council and the ministry 
responsible for appointing (or dismissing) them” (ibid). As described in the Charter, the 
rector was to be responsible for implementing resolutions or conclusions made by the 
university council. In case of disagreement, however, the rector had the right to appeal to 
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the relevant ministry for a final decision. Thus rector was, in effect, being encouraged to 
oppose resolutions/decisions made by university councils by appealing to the State 
bureaucracy.   
 
In the non-public sector, it has been much easier for governing boards to be established. 
In this sector, the governing board represents the ownership of the institution and has the 
right to determine crucial matters in structure, personnel, finance, and infrastructure 
(Article 30, section 2). Although governing boards in this sector must work within the 
regulatory framework of the State, they are much less affected by the direct state 
intervention in their governance. As Hayden and Lam (2007:78) describe:  
Governing councils in this sector have a more immediate sense of corporate 
responsibility because they are ultimately responsible for the financial viability of 
their institutions. Rectors in this sector are much more likely to be directly 
accountable to their respective governing councils.  
 
Hayden and Lam (2007:82) observed that “the intended relationship between governing 
councils and the state will urgently need to be clarified”, and that “the matter of how 
chairs and members of these councils are to be appointed will also require attention”. 
They noted also (ibid: 83) that:  
Rectors also will have had limited exposure to institutional self-governance, and, 
at least in public sector institutions, the financial incentives for them to assume the 
sustainability increased responsibilities of being chief executive officer 
accountable to an autonomous governing council may well be negligible.  It is 
noteworthy here that employees of public sectors higher education institutions in 
Vietnam are automatically members of the civil service, and expect benefits 
associated with this status, principally related to employment security, for which 
they sacrifice the higher income-earning possibilities available in the fast-growing 
private sector of the economy. A related matter is that institutional self-governance 
requires an administrative infrastructure to support it.   
 
Recognizing the shortfalls of the Higher Education Charter of 2003, since 2007, MOET 
has made some amendments to the Charter and called for public opinion on the draft 
version. This is an update version of University Charter of 2003. There are some advances 
in this charter in terms of its "openness". Unfortunately, these amendments contained very 
few improvements. Some critical issues such as the need for clearer role specifications for 
key office bearers were not addressed. Especially, this draft Charter does not guarantee 
much freedom in student selection, tuition fees and curricular/ training programs. These 
important matters are still decided by MOET.  
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With regard to the University Council, like University Charter of 2003, there are still no 
clear distinctions about the roles and responsibilities between the Rectorate Board, 
University Council, and Party Committee. In principle, the Rector must follow all  
important decisions made by the University Council but he/she is allowed to determine 
capital investment projects for group B and C as designated by upper authorities (article 
35, section 5). Despite its supreme body status, the University Council is just able to 
nominate/recommend some one to the upper authority for appointment of 
Rector/President. 
 
In particular, detailed regulations for the establishment of University Council are still left 
open so that one can understand his/her own ways. In this regard, MOET is designated to 
issue such a directive (article 28, section 3e). However, when and how this directive 
comes out remains unknown.  
 
In addition to that, when disagreement/ dispute between the Rector and University 
Council occurs, as regulated, the Rector must follow decisions by the University Council 
but he/she can raise the dispute to the Academic/Senate Committee so as to report to the 
upper authorities for final decisions. Of note, the Academic Committee is  
allowed to determine to deal with complaints from the Rector to the University Council 
(article 30, section b). That means, in this case the status of the University Council is 
inferior to the Academic Committee. Political intervention (upper authority decisions) is 
still available. Regarding Article 48 (financial management), public university is allowed 
to apply financial mechanism regulated in Decree No. 43/2006/ND-CP dated April, 25th 
2006 by Government on autonomy, self-responsibility for fulfilling tasks, structure, 
personnel and finance for public recurrent agency. In this Decree, for example, university 
rector is allowed to pay double or triple to his/her competent staff members. It is, 
however, strictly audited and not allowed by the State Audit Department. It seems that 
this Decree has not come into effect yet.  
 
The only major change was that university councils were to be allowed to engage 
independent agencies to undertake quality assurance – but these agencies and the quality 
assurance processes employed must, however, be approved first by MOET.    
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2.5. Roles of the Rectors 
 
Although the roles of the rectors are partly mentioned in section 2.3 above, it is important 
to articulate their roles in detail because rectors are significant in Vietnam’s HEIs. Indeed, 
as regulated in the HE Charter 2003, rectors are fully responsible for all the universities’ 
activities (article 31, section 1). Interestingly, rectors are not responsible to the university 
council but to their upper ministries. As stipulated in the Charter, rectors must meet the 
following criteria:  
•  a good political background, good ethics and high prestige in education and 
research 
• at least 5 years experience participating in HE from academic department levels.    
•  a doctoral degree 
•  be healthy and aged less than 55 for males and 50 for females at the time of 
appointment   
 
Good political background and being loyal to the ideology of the Party are the first 
priority in a rector's appointment. The issue of high prestige in education and research 
seems to be less important than political background in the MOET appointment process. 
Most rectors in Vietnam obtain doctoral degrees but many of them graduated from former 
Soviet Union and Soviet bloc universities. Very few of them have current knowledge of 
university governance and management in accordance with international standards. 
Importantly, many of them do not want to be under the control of university councils and 
they remain reluctant to establish these supreme bodies at their institutions. Most rectors 
follow practices of learning by experience and learning by doing. Recently, the Minister 
of Education and Training has decided to provide them with a two-week training course 
on university management in Hanoi. However, this is too short and is just a temporary 
solution.  
 
Despite their lack of knowledge in university governance and management, rectors have 
supreme power over university affairs.  Article 32 to 36 of the Charter regulates in details 
the power and responsibilities of rectors regarding the organization and personnel, 
academic training, research, finance, infrastructure, investment, and international 
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collaboration. Together with the Party secretary, rectors are considered as “kings” of their 
institutions. As Hayden and Lam (2007: 78) describe:   
The role of the rector in the governance of higher education institutions in 
Vietnam is of special note. The rector is the designated legal representative of a 
university or college, and, according to the Charter for higher education 
institutions, has responsibilities for developing the long-term academic plan for 
the institution, establishing regulations for the institution’s organization and 
performance, creating academic structures, managing the budget, providing 
training and development for academic staff and allocating academic titles. The 
rector’s responsibility also includes ensuring compliance with national policies, 
laws, decrees, decisions and regulations. 
 
Although rectors of public HEIs do not decide about matters related to the curriculum, its 
delivery, academic standards or the conditions of academic work, they do make important 
decisions about matters that impact significantly on the career opportunities of individual 
members of staff, and they also control discretionary funds made available to their 
institutions. They have considerable authority within their institutions and their status is 
enhanced by them occupying a significant position of authority within the bureaucracy of 
the State.  As they have been accustomed to traditional bureaucracy, it is likely that they 
do not want to remove line-ministry control as this will change the circumstances of their 
employment. Their burden of responsibilities will inevitably increase because policies and 
decisions currently being determined centrally within ministries for their institutions will 
have to be made by rectors in the future, in consultation with an institutional governing 
council. Many rectors will have great difficulty in managing this change because the 
centralized system of budgets and management gave them no opportunity to develop 
skills in these areas. Perhaps even more challenging will be their new line of 
accountability – to their institution's governing council.  In this regard, they will be much 
more socially accountable because the membership of governing councils will reflect a 
wide range of stakeholder interests. 
 
According to draft guidelines attached to the Charter, rectors are supposed to develop 
strategic plans and projects that are consistent with Party Resolutions.  Rectors are then to 
submit these strategic plans and projects to the governing council of the institution so that 
the council can “advise the State bureaucracy or rector prior to issuing policies, 
regulations, curriculum and the university's organizational structure through public 
debates, discussions, and votes”. If, however, as now occurs in a growing number of 
instances, rectors also perform the role of Party committee secretary for their institution, 
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then any separation of powers between the rector and the Party committee secretary is 
extinguished. Furthermore, if a Party committee, which is entitled to contribute to 
institutional governance by being represented on a governing council by the Party 
committee secretary, is permitted also to exercise a right of veto over decisions made by a 
governing council, then the point in having a governing council with a membership 
representing a wide range of stakeholder interests becomes questionable. These matters 
are, however, difficult to address in Vietnam because of the force of provisions in the 
Constitution about the primacy of the role of the Party.    
 
2.6. Absence of an Appropriate Quality Accreditation Framework 
 
Although the Interim Regulations on Quality Assurance issued by MOET in December 
2004 are seen as an important basis of reform for Vietnam’s HE governance, outcomes of 
this program appear to be much less than expected due to a lack of quality assurance 
culture.   
 
The interim regulations comprise 6 chapters, 28 articles, 10 standards, and 53 criteria. 
Accordingly, in the school year 2006-2007, MOET completed an assessment of quality 
assurance for 20 selected HEIs (including both internal and external assessment). To date, 
however, the quality assurance results have not been released, even though article 17 of 
Education Law of 2005 regulates that they must be announced.  
 
There are also some concerns about the inappropriate standards and criteria in this 
regulation. For example, standard 3 (curriculum) regulates that “the curricular of higher 
education institutions are based on the curriculum framework issued by MOET”. If so, 
HEIs have no academic freedom. The curriculum framework issued by MOET accounts 
for 70-80% of the total curriculum, with no optional subjects (HEIs themselves just have 
around 20-30% of freedom to design their own curriculum). Also, this regulation (with its 
year-based rather than credit-based learning system) discourages HEIs “to renovate 
teaching methodology and active learning” (standard 4, criterion 3). The prerequisite 
condition for “transforming into a credit-based learning policy” is that HEIs are not 
required to follow the curriculum framework designed by MOET. It is contradictory when 
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a MOET bureaucrat29 says that HEIs may or may not completely follow the curriculum 
framework, but it seems that no HEIs dare to go out of this framework spectrum 
(especially subjects on Vietnam’s Communist Party History, Marxism and Leninism) for 
political safety. Some senior managers at MOET raise their voices that if HEIs do not 
follow the curriculum framework, it is hard for them to control the contents of the 
teaching. This framework should probably be abolished, particularly as it applies to the 
natural sciences, economics and the social sciences.  
 
2.7. Financial Constraints 
 
Another issue in Vietnam’s HE governance is the low investment from the Government in 
HEIs and the mismanagement of the annual budget. According to a MOET report in 2007, 
although the budget for education and training was set at VND 66,770 billion (USD $ 
4,173 million), which was 20% of total State budget spending - an increase of 20.7% 
compared with 2006, the regular spending for education and training remained absolutely 
inadequate to meet demand: “the spending on salary and allowance still amounts to 85-
90% of total spending, while the spending on teaching, learning, upgrading material 
facilities and administrative management just accounts for 10-15% (the set ratio is 20%)” 
(Kieu Oanh, 8/10/2007,VietnamNet). From 1986 to 2007, enrolment in universities 
increased from 127,312 to 1,540,201 students, a more than 12-fold increase, but the 
investment for administrative management, educational infrastructure, in general, and HE, 
in particular, was just 15-20%. In 2002, the proportion of GDP spent on HE in Vietnam 
was 0.4%, whereas the average for the Southeast Asian region was closer to 1.6%30 .     
 
According to the General Statistics Office of Vietnam, from 2000 to 2006 the State 
budget for education increased from VND12.6 trillion (US$762 million) a year to 
VND37.3 trillion (US$2.2 billion) a year. These figures do not include the contributions 
of parents. In 2008, MOET planned to spend VND76.2 trillion (US$4.6 billion), double 
the allocation of 2006. Details of actual expenditure are not yet available. It is estimated 
the budget for HE accounts for 9% of total government spending31.   
 
                                                
29 In a press interview reply on 15/10/2008 (VietnamNet)  
30 From figures kindly supplied by the World Bank office in Hanoi (provided by Hayden, 2008). 
31 Source from other press documents indicates a different percentage (15.7%) 
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Public universities and colleges, accounting for over 87% of all HE enrolments, and they 
receive around 40% of their funds from the State (via MOF). The allocation of these 
funds, however, is affected by patterns of expenditure, enrolment targets and the types of 
training programs delivered. Overall enrolment levels and long-term development plans 
are not particularly influential, and there are no obvious incentives within HEIs for them 
to be more involved in long-term financial strategic planning.   
 
Tuition fees are another important source of income for public HEIs. The majority of 
public-sector HE students in Vietnam pay tuition fees. The State sets ceiling levels for 
these fees and exempts, fully or partially, certain categories of students (for example, war 
invalids and those from merit-based family background). Students undertaking teacher-
education programs are also fully exempted from paying tuition fees (to encourage 
students to undertake pedagogical courses which students used to ignore). The State 
regulates the ways in which public institutions can use their fee income – for instance, 
45% of all tuition-fee revenue must be used for capital development purposes (Decree No 
10/2002)32. It is this regulatory control that adds more pressure to the institutional finance 
system. Recognizing its inappropriateness, the State decided to abolish this regulation in 
Decree No 43-200633. Other income and expenditures are strictly regulated by MOF, for 
example, HEIs must get permission from MOET and MOF if they want to spend more 
than VND 100 million (USD$5,700). Most recently (14/3/2009), MOET and the Ministry 
of Internal Affairs issued a concrete guidance for the implementation of financial 
autonomy and personnel to HEIs. Of note, institutional leaders are allowed to determine 
their own equipment purchase, physical facility investment, services, and joint-co-
operation with local and international organizations in terms of equipment bidding. Also, 
they are allowed to determine their personnel quotas and recruitment (Lan Huong, 
VietnamNet, 14/3/2009). This directive, however, remains too broad to apply.   
 
Although some strict financial regulations have just been released, universities still find 
them hard to cope with. The fact that five selected public universities in Vietnam (Hanoi 
University, Hanoi Foreign Trade University, Hanoi Industry University, Hanoi National 
Economics University, Ho Chi Minh Economics University) are mandated to be totally 
self-funded in the near future further imposes financial constraint on universities. The 
                                                
32 Decree No 10/2002/ND-CP- dated 16/01/2002 
33 Decree No 43/2006/ND-CP dated 25/4/2006 
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universities must carry out more tasks assigned by their upper ministries (which 
subsequently need more budget), but the constraints on the flat rate of tuition fees and low 
budget allocation mean that they do not have a healthy financial base.    
 
The private HE sector has much more financial autonomy than the public sector, but only 
in relation to expenditure decisions. Non-public universities and colleges can allocate 
their funds as they choose in support of their corporate objectives. This ability has 
important implications: a number of non-public universities are currently engaged in 
large-scale capital expansions, funded with borrowed money, and intended to be paid for 
from future flows of tuition-fee income. In matters of income generation, however, the 
non-public sector is as constrained as the public sector.  MOET controls the ceiling for all 
tuition-fee levels and it sets both the institutional and the individual training program 
admission quotas. The ceiling placed on the tuition-fee levels for non-public universities 
and colleges is generally twice that for public institutions.  Not surprisingly, the tuition 
fees they set for students are about twice those charged within the public sector for 
comparable training programs. In order to secure market share, non-public institutions 
tend to focus on the provision of training programs in niche areas of student demand – 
currently in business administration, English, and information technology.  Their general 
role, however, is one of providing access to HE for students who were unable to obtain a 
subsidized place at a public-sector university or college.    
In addition, budget allocation and tuition fees are frequently mismanaged, reporting: 
“more than VND 700 billion (USD $ 437.5 million) in tuition fees have not been properly 
recorded or used” (Le Nhung, 24/9/2007, VietnamNet). In addition, several national press 
agencies have raised the issue of budget mismanagement and requested MOET to “clarify 
the gap between the ratios of budgeted salary fund to the total regular expenses and the 
actual salary fund to total expenses (61.60% vs. 85-90%)”. In 2006, the gap came to VND 
10,600 billion. The question of “where has VND 10 billion gone?” is stressed in the Tien 
Phong Newspaper on 22/10/2007. Professor Nguyen Xuan Han (VietnamNet, 17/8/2007) 
expressed his concern about the mismanagement of budget as he assumes that national 
investment for education is not small: 
Since 1998, the governmental budget for education has increased 6-fold. In 1998-
1999, governmental budget for education and training reached 11.754 billion VND 
(nearly one billion USD). In 2007, this amount came to 67,000 billion VND 
(approximately four billion USD). This budget excludes 1.1 billion USD from 
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foreign loan and from Vietnamese people’s contribution to education (ratio 50:50) 
(translated version). 
 
2.8. The Non-Public Sector 
 
Although the non-public HE sector is beyond the scope of this investigation, this sector is 
of special note. The issues about governance in the private sector seem to be far greater 
than public sector, especially with respect to low training quality, a huge shortage of 
qualified teaching staff and infrastructure. The private sector in Vietnam’s HE system has 
existed for the last two decades (the first private university was established in 1988). The 
sector has, however, faced several significant challenges. Although it enrolls about 13%  
of all HE students, it receives no financial support from the State due to its totally self-
financed status. The State’s expectation is that, by 2020, as many as 40% of HE students 
will enrol in the non-public sector compared with 13% at present which is an unrealistic 
ambition. To meet such an ambitious target, non-public HEIs have been allowed to 
establish at an astonishing rate of 4-fold in 10 years: from 16 institutions in 1998 to 64 
institutions in 2008 (Mai Ninh, Dantri Newspaper, 27/11/2008). Pre-requisite conditions 
for establishing private universities are rather simple as it is a form of “educational 
socialization” currently promoted by the State. The implications of such rapid growth are 
various but “beneficial arrangements” are evident (discussions with external HE  experts). 
In addition, it is likely that MOET has imposed less strict regulation on tuition fees for the 
private sector in recent years so that it can sustain itself. Its enrolment quotas and training 
program structures, however, are all strictly regulated by MOET. To maximize revenue 
and save costs, most private universities concentrate on areas with less initial investment 
and high return such as business administration, information technology and English. 
“Garbage can” is a common comment by most   external HE experts when they refer to 
the working status of many private universities in Vietnam. 
 
2.9. Cultural Factors  
 
While cultural factors are beyond the scope of this study, their investigation would 
provide additional perspectives on the slow progress of higher education reform. 
Traditionally, Vietnam has been a war-torn country throughout its 4,000-year history, and 
Vietnamese people have been governed largely by feudalism and single-party regimes. As 
a result, high power distance and high uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 2001) are evident 
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in almost all aspects of society. Because of the long wars, frequent natural disasters, and 
being an agriculturally dependent country, many Vietnamese people and leaders tend to 
be more satisfied with temporary achievements and immediate needs, and possess short-
term rather long-term view points for sustainable development. Specifically, that 
Vietnamese people had to live under a centralized and subsidized regime for several 
decades with high rate of poverty, from 1954-1986 (in the North) and from 1975 to 1986 
(in the South) made them more exposed to materialism after the subsidized policy was 
lifted. This leads the people to seem to be greedier and trying to get as much as possible. 
In present day, Vietnam, a centralized management system together with lack of 
transparency that has made the society more vulnerable to instability and corruption. 
These political and cultural factors are further discussed in chapter 8.      
     
2.10. Concluding Remarks 
 
The main issues for this investigation of Vietnam’s HE governance include a legacy of 
centralization, institutional autonomy, internal governance structure, legislative and 
regulatory frameworks, roles of rectors, absence of quality accreditation program,  and 
financial constraints.  These issues are discussed further in the case studies of three major 
public universities in three different parts of Vietnam. They form the basis for an analysis 
of the extent of reform in Vietnam’s HE governance.   
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CHAPTER III  
 
CONCEPTUAL ISSUES IN THE GOVERNANCE OF HIGHER EDUCATION  
 
This chapter introduces a range of conceptual issues relating to the governance of higher 
education. A review of these issues is critical to the development of a conceptual 
understanding of the current status of and the processes of change affecting the 
governance of higher education in Vietnam.  The chapter begins with a brief overview of 
the literature on corporate governance. It then addresses the more specific arena of 
governance systems and processes in higher education and the conceptual frameworks for 
this investigation.     
   
3.1. Corporate Governance   
The term, governance, has its origins in the Latin word, “gubernare”, that is, to steer. Over 
time, however, and as used in particular settings, the word has acquired additional 
meanings.  Corporate governance in the private sector, for example, refers to “a set of 
relationships between a company's management, its board, its shareholders and other 
stakeholders”, which “also provides the structure through which the objectives of the 
company are set, and the means of attaining those objectives and monitoring performance 
are determined” (OECD, 2004:11). Corporate governance in the public sector refers to 
how “an organization is managed, its corporate and other structures, its culture, its 
policies and strategies, and the ways in which it deals with various shareholders” (Barrett, 
2002:2, in Edwards, 2003:11). The concept of 'shareholders' in the case of a public 
corporation is perhaps better interpreted as being aligned with the concept of 
'stakeholders', and includes the State and the community of interests that provides support 
in whatever form to a public corporation.   
There are numerous instances in the literature of attempts to articulate the meaning of 
good corporate governance in particular settings. For example, the OECD (2004:17-25) 
has published six basic statements of corporate governance: 
1. Transparent and efficient markets, being in line with the rule of law and division of 
responsibilities among various supervisory, regulatory and authorities. 
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2. Protecting and facilitating the exercise of shareholders’ rights. 
3. Ensuring the equitable treatment of all shareholders, including minority and foreign 
shareholders.  
4. Recognizing the rights of stakeholders established by laws or through mutual 
agreements and encouraging active cooperation between corporations and shareholders   
5. Ensuring timely and accurate disclose on matters relating the corporation, including the 
financial situation, performance, ownership and corporate governance 
6. Maintaining strategic guidance of the company, the effective monitoring of 
management by the board, and the board’s accountability to the company and the 
shareholders.    
In the context of private corporations with shareholders, good governance generally takes 
the form of openness, legal accountability and appropriate market sanctions. These 
elements need to be monitored to ensure that good governance occurs (Goedegeburre and 
Hayden, 2007). That means that corporate managers should not only be accountable to the 
shareholders but also to “economic and social interests to protect themselves through the 
interplay of market forces” (Deakin & Konzelmann, 2003:587). To avoid the possibilities 
of failure – as in the collapse of world-leading corporations such as Enron and Worldcom 
- it is necessary to keep an eye on “the consequence of greed and lack of corporate 
disciplines” of corporate executives (Goedegeburre and Hayden, 2007:1). In this regard, 
there should be a clear distinction between the governing and executive boards of a 
corporation regarding their roles and responsibilities. In order to understand such 
relationships, Berle and Means (1932) developed an agency theory in which a corporation 
can be considered as:  
a web of voluntary contracts. The major task is to find the most efficient way to 
align the interests of the managers as the agents to the interests of the stockholders 
as the principals. (Frey, 2003, based on Jensen & Meckling, 1976, in 
Goedegebuure and Hayden, 2007:6).  
In the context of public corporations with stakeholders, there should ideally be an 
alignment between public civilians and the State. The State hires civil agents to do certain 
jobs in the public service. Civil agents, in turn, need to perform well. Over recent years, 
governments in the West have turned increasingly to a form of “new public management” 
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in order to secure the alignment required principles. Pollitt (1995) and Pollitt et al., (1997) 
highlight eight elements of “new public management”, which are:    
• cost cutting, capping budgets and seeking greater transparency in resources 
allocation (including formula-based funding);  
• disaggregating traditional bureaucratic organizations into separate agencies;  
• decentralizing management authority within public agencies; separating the 
purchaser and provider functions; introduction of market and quasi-market 
type mechanisms;  
• requiring staff to work to performance targets;  
• indicators and output objectives;  
• shifting basis of public employment from permanency and standard national 
pay and conditions towards term contracts;  
• performance related pay; and  
• emphasis on service “quality”, standard setting and “customer responsiveness” 
(in Kogan and Hanney, 2000:32).   
These elements are new in the context of public-sector management in Vietnam. Their 
appropriateness in the context of governance of Vietnam's HE system is worthy of further 
consideration, though.  
3.2 University Governance  
University governance is complex. Edwards (2003:11) defines “governance in tertiary 
education institutions [as] conceived to encompass not only processes and structures, but 
also relationships: internal relationships; external relationships and the intersections 
between them”. Marginson and Considine (2000:7-8) provide a complementary 
description:  
Governance is concerned with the determination of values inside universities, their 
systems of decision-making and resource allocation, their mission and purposes, 
the patterns of authority and hierarchy, and the relationship of universities as 
institutions to the different academic worlds within and the worlds of government, 
business and community. It embraces ‘leadership’, ‘management’ and ‘strategy’.  
Although there is a considerable overlap between governance, leadership, and 
management, there is a clear distinction about these three important areas – as identified 
by Gallagher (2001:2): 
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Governance is the structure of relationships that bring about organizational 
coherence, authorize policies, plans and decisions, and account for their probity, 
responsiveness and cost effectiveness. Leadership is seeing opportunities and 
setting strategic directions, and investing in and drawing on people’s capabilities 
to develop organizational purposes and values. Management is achieving intended 
outcomes through the allocation of responsibilities and resources, and monitoring 
their efficiency and effectiveness.  
Gallagher’s perspective suggests that governance is about having the right policy and 
procedures in place to ensure the “right things are done”, whereas management is about 
“doing things right”. Leadership, on the other hand, is the action of setting a direction or 
vision for a group. Management controls or directs people/resources in a group according 
to principles or values that have already been established. Management refers to functions 
(planning, budgeting, evaluating, facilitating) that must be exercised in any business. 
Leadership involves relationships (selecting talent, motivating, coaching, building trust)  
(Maccoby, 2000). The differences between governance, leadership and management 
indicate separate roles and responsibilities between the governing board (designing 
strategy/ overseeing policies) and executive management (doing things right based on 
stated policies). These distinctions are relevant to any consideration of governance and 
management in HE. 
3.2.1. Different Dimensions of University Governance   
The literature on HE governance has been developed by a number of leading scholars, 
including Clark (1983, 1998), Balderston (1995), Bargh et al. (1996), Meek and Wood 
(1997), Braun and Merrien (1999), Marginson and Considine (2000), Amaral and 
Magalhães (2001), Gayle et al., (2003), Coaldrake et al.,(2003), Edwards (2003), de Boer 
and Goedegeburre (2003), Shattock (2003), Kogan and Bleiklie (2007), and 
Goedegebuure and Hayden (2007). Their contributions provide both divergent and 
convergent perspectives on the topic. 
A thread in the literature is the theme of change over time. Like many other institutions in 
the public sector, universities are regarded as organizations which cannot be “immune 
from wider changes in the external environment …[which are] impacted directly and 
indirectly to higher education institutions” (Bargh et al., 1996: 27). External forces, such 
as shifting from elite to a mass student participation, a rapid growth in student enrolment, 
declining resources from public funding, and shifts in political environments have pushed 
 59
HEIs not only to radical reform but also to “protests about the effects of drastic changes” 
(Becher and Kogan, 1992: 41).    
A dominant recent regime in terms of relationships between universities and the State, at 
least in the West, is that of new managerialism. This regime has both its supporters and its 
critics. In support of new managerialism, Lee and Piper (1988) argue that “the 
introduction of ‘executive’ management will improve effective decision making in 
universities” (in Bargh et al., 1996:32). Executive management refers here to the 
establishment of clear goals, vision, objectives, and resource allocation in response to 
strategic plans. Merrien and Monsigny (1996:14) also strongly support new 
managerialism because it should “help to incorporate the new belief system within 
universities and other public institutions”.  This new belief system is characterised by 
Middlehurst and Elton (1992) (in Bargh et al., 1996: 27-28) as:   
the efficient and disciplined used of resources, the achievement of value for 
money and increased productivity. All this to be achieved through the use of 
systematic planning, organization and control, the measurement of achievement 
against declared objectives, and often too in the light of comparisons across 
institutions. The role of management is considered vital to the realization of those 
aims and the model of management which informs this ideal is that of the large 
business corporation.   
At the same time, other scholars, including Clark (1983), Becher and Kogan (1992), 
Bargh et al., (1996), Dill (1997), Coe (2003), de Boer and Goedegebuure (2003) have 
seen elements in new managerialism as posing a challenge, and even a threat, to the 
collegiality of the academic environment. Bargh et al., (1996:28-29), for example, argue 
that borrowing corporate management techniques and applying them to the public sector 
brings “challenges to existing arrangement”. They identify a number of points of tension.   
The first concerns a clash of professional versus managerial values. Universities are 
generally regarded as communities of scholars because of “the nature of academic work”. 
Since knowledge transmission “requires creativity and self-motivation”, professional self-
regulation is preferred by academics who want to be controlled “by peers rather by 
managers” (Bargh et al., 1996:29). This point of view is echoed by Becher and Kogan 
(1992):   
Higher education nurtures beliefs that the growth and transmission of knowledge 
are legitimate in themselves, not depending for the right to flourish on stated 
public demands; and that it is a proper function of academic institutions to act as 
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of alternative opinions within the political system (in Braun and Merrien, 1999: 
29).   
As new manageralism is imported from the business world, its ultimate target is the profit 
motive (Bargh et al., 1996:29) which ignores the “rise to the collegial form of academic 
authority”. Academic authority, according to Bargh et al., (1996), derives from processes 
concerned “with the development and progression of specialist knowledge”, rather than 
from managerial regulations and rules, in other words, the collegial model.   
The second tension concerns the power of corporate managers in HEIs where universities 
are seen as bureaucracies (Bargh et al., 1996:30). The collegial model is claimed to hinder 
effective decision-making in HEIs because it slows down the process of decision making 
in a rapidly changing world. As Bargh et al., (1996:30-31) describe:   
The problem inherent to university management is the tension between 
disciplinary and institutional imperatives on the one hand and the respective forms 
of professional and bureaucratic authority on the other.  The goals of the 
institution are frequently ambiguous and contested, producing conflicts rather than 
cooperation, competition rather than compromise.  
This point is further developed:  
First, that there are certain intrinsic qualities belonging to the academic enterprise 
which are incompatible with managerial values and systems; second, that the 
academic endeavour will inevitably be distorted and harmed by universities 
venturing into the entrepreneurial mode of managerialism (Bargh et al., 1996: 31).   
Similar issues of distortion and harm are seen in Clark’s (1983) argument that “any 
attempt by institutional managers to impose greater authority/uniformity and coherence 
will harm the academic endeavour” because the “academic is pluralistic by nature” (in 
Bargh et al., 1996:31). Becher and Kogan (1992) say that the nature of academia, 
knowledge transmission and academic exchange may be “ill-suited to the imposition of 
hierarchically distributed management objectives” (in Bargh et al., 1996:31). Braun and 
Merrien (1999) point out several major constraints on universities in implementing new 
manageralism because universities are described as “organized anarchies” (Weick, 1976) 
in which hierarchical action cannot gain ground (Cohen and March, 1974, in Braun and 
Merrien, 1999:26). Specifically, Clark (1983:20, in Braun and Merrien, 1999:26) notes 
that “academic authority is extreme in its complexity, diffusion, bottom-up nature and 
decision-making by accretion”. 
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Further concerns about new managerialism are found in Coe (2003) and de Boer and 
Goedegebuure (2003). Coe (2003:1) strongly opposes corporate management and argues 
that collegial management/shared governance should be highly maintained:  
Corporate management of universities, based significantly on metaphors, 
analogies and processes imported from business world, is steadily displacing 
collegial governance in our universities. University presidents speak of themselves 
as CEOs. Administrators act like managers; they rationalize administrative 
structures, which increasingly look like chains of command; they want "business 
plans" from academic units; and they replace collegial interaction with mountains 
of paperwork.  
de Boer and Goedegebuure (2003:216) identify six sets of implications that they consider 
problematic through the rise of new managerialism. These are:   
• Tension between academics and managers due to an uneasy coexistence of 
academic and managerial values. 
• Broad and vague concepts of managerialism through incompatible 
consequences of decentralization and centralization. 
• Fears from academia to be tightly controlled by in-line managers through the 
imperatives of managerial coordination.  
• Rising tensions between belief, language and practice.  
• Resistance encountered within the institution when changes take place. 
• Incomplete set of instructions and incentives to those supposed to implement 
changes lead to possible lacks of judgment and discretion.   
Other scholars appear to support a hybrid between managerialism and collegialism, within 
the framework of a quasi-market. Advocates here include Braun and Merrien (1999), 
Kogan and Hanney (2000), Amaral and Magalhaes (2001), Schimank (2005), and Kogan 
and Bleiklie (2007). Braun and Merrien (1999), for example, describe some useful 
strategies for implementing new managerialism. To ensure the success of new 
managerialism at the institutional level, they argue that:   
A decisive precondition for the success of the new managerialism is the formation 
of a corporate identity of universities. Only when universities do regard 
themselves as individual competitors on a “quasi-market” and rearrange their 
internal organization according to the necessities which service delivery and 
contractualization demand, will it be possible to improve the efficiency and 
effectiveness of universities. One may have doubts on the feasibility of this 
project. Even in the United States where universities come the closet to an 
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“enterprise” model, the internal coherence of universities remains weak and one 
seldom finds a corporate action which unites all relevant actors in universities.      
According to Braun and Merrien (1999), the new public management model should not 
only be applied to the HE sector but also to the entire public and quasi-public sector 
because its aim is to enhance greater autonomy and administrative agencies, strengthening 
market mechanisms, decentralizing decision-making authorities and privatizing public 
enterprises. However, as Kogan and Hanney (2000:186) argue, the transfer of power from 
departments (collegialism) to the central institution (managerialism) is regarded as a 
response to the real-time “pressure caused by reduced funding and increased institutional 
responsibilities”. Nevertheless, this shift is seen as a crucial leverage to meet new 
requirement of limited resources in HEIs. The role of vice-chancellors/rectors as chief 
executives who lead the institutions by corporate management style has, therefore, been 
strengthened. That means, there is a shift of power from academia/senates to governing 
boards and vice-chancellors/rectors.   
Braun and Merrien (1999:32) argue that the internal world of universities cannot be 
captured in either the way of rationality (bureaucratic model) or the consensus of 
professional values (collegial model) but by a combination of bureaucracy, 
professionalism, and managerialism. In Mc Nay’s (1995:106) terms, the collegium, 
bureaucracy, corporation, and enterprises can all exist in universities. This creates an 
image of the university as “a living organism” (Braun and Merrien, 1999:33) closely 
linked with “its communities” via “a continuous process of adaptation and change”. This 
combination is seen in Schimank’s (2005) equalizer model where state regulation, 
external stakeholder guidance, academic self-governance, managerial or hierarchical self-
governance, and competition are expected to be well-attuned.  
Of the various arguments about managerialism discussed above, it seems that there is a 
convergent idea that a hybrid between collegialism and new managerialism, embedded 
with appropriate flavour of quasi-market, appears to be the most effective model for HEIs 
to take at the new millennium.   
The different dimensions in the literature on university governance discussed above raise 
an important question for this investigation: what are some of the distinctive features of 
university governance that distinguish it from, say, the governance of private 
corporations? The first distinctive feature is that a perfect market is assumed to be 
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dominant in relation to private corporations, whereas universities operate in a quasi-
market. Contrary to a perfect market, a quasi-market is not totally for profit and not totally 
responsive to market forces, but there is an appropriate flavour of the market. The second 
feature is that universities can be described as complex, ambiguous, contested, 
inconsistent (Baldrige et al., 2000), loosely-coupled (Weick, 1976) and diffused 
organizations, so the world of a shared governance regime is thus important. The third 
feature is that although the nature of institutional autonomy is crucial, the government 
should maintain a certain extent of influence to make institutions accountable to the wider 
range of stakeholders for a university.   
3.2.2. Issues and Trends of University Governance  
A widely discussed issue of university governance over the last two decades is the 
changing relationship between HEIs and the State. Scholars such as van Vught (1989), 
Neave and van Vught (1994), Amral and Magalhaes (2001), Chapman and Austin (2002), 
de Boer and Goedegebuure (2003), Brennan (2005), Musselin (2005), Goedegebuure and 
Hayden (2007), and Kogan and Bleiklie (2007) have investigated these changes. In 
Australia, for example, there has been a decline in confidence from the State in self-
governance models traditionally operated by universities. In Canada, there has been a 
tendency for increased system-wide coordination of HE, and at the same time an increase 
in the accountability requirements being imposed by the State on public HEIs. Similar to 
Canada, in addition to the existence of institutional autonomy, the United State witnesses 
an expansion of accountability legislation. In Britain, there has been a major centralization 
of HE governance as the State enhances its roles to universities. In the Netherlands, 
however, an opposite trend seems to exist in that there is a remarkably high level of self-
regulation for HEIs (Goedegebuure and Hayden, 2007).  
A second issue is the impact of the market on governance. Braun and Merrien (1999:33) 
emphasize the importance of “perfect operation of markets” and urge for market 
application into HE. Although the market plays an important role in shaping university 
governance, it should not be considered as an absolute concept because, as argued by 
some scholars, there is no “perfect market” mechanism in HE but quasi-markets (Amaral 
and Magalhães, 2001; de Boer and Goedegebuure, 2003).  Dill (1997:181) calls this “the 
problem of immature consumers”. As he notes:   
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one rationale for the implementation of quasi-markets, rather than consumer 
oriented markets, for the distribution of academic programs. A central government 
agency can act as principal representing the interests of the consumers, and 
making contracts with the institutions on their behalf (in Amaral and Magalhães, 
2001:13).       
A higher education system cannot be entirely reliant on a “perfect market” but requires a 
“quasi-market” – a situation where goods and services are brought to their end-users by a 
public agent - who on behalf of clients – allocates goods and services directly to them 
(Cave and Kogan, 1990: 183, in Amaral and Magalhães, 2001:11). That is, a public agent 
(university) provides public goods and services (education) to clients (students).  Amaral 
and Magalhães (2001:7) argue that State “regulation of higher education cannot be left in 
the sole hands of the market” because “even if the government has been using an 
increasing array of market and market-like mechanisms instead of more traditional 
regulation mechanisms, the state has not really steeped back in flavour of the market”. 
They also argue that, since the market is normally based upon price, “additional social 
benefits (externalities) will tend to be ignored, or too little taken into account by market 
mechanisms” (Amaral and Magalhães, 2001:12). Hence, they assert that “a well-known 
criticism addressed at neo-liberal policies is that “market”, even if it can increase the 
overall efficiency of the systems, may lead to ethically or socially unacceptable 
distribution outcomes in terms of equity” (ibid). This is a concern in Vietnam because it is 
at its early stage of free market. A certain group of interests in Vietnam tend to take 
advantage of the “market economy” to produce benefits for their own without paying 
attention to the teaching and learning quality. As Marginson (2002, in Ewards, 2003:5) 
argues: 
Universities are not private institutions producing predominantly private goods. 
Regardless of the share of financing provided by government at any one time, 
universities are constituted by legislation, and produce a wide range of public and 
private goods, deriving their core functions in teaching and research. As such, the 
universities are part of the national infrastructure and a major public responsibility. 
A third issue is the nature and extent of shared governance in HEIs. Shared governance, 
also known as cooperative governance, is necessary because it “arises from the concept of 
relative expertise and aims to ensure that decisions are devolved to those who are best 
qualified to take them” (Task Force Report, 2000:60). Flynn (2005:1) argues that it is 
important for administration and faculty to share responsibility for decision-making. 
However, should all faculty members be given equal power in decision making regarding 
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the university’s current and future affairs? A possible response is that only those who 
actively participate in shared governance are can best able to understand university affairs 
(Simplicio, 2006:763). Shared governance, however, is under attack because faculties are 
seen as slowing the speed of response to change (Gayle et al., 2003). 
A fourth issue is the relationship within a university’s hierarchy where the three key 
decision-making bodies of HEIs co-exist: the executive, the governing board, and the 
academic board. The governing board – as the institutional safeguard – needs to use its 
 power appropriately to orient the university’s direction and strategic development rather 
than being dependent on the chief executive. That is, it should not intrude into executive 
management, except when invited. According to Balderston (1995), the role of the 
university council should be a “buffer” between the internal world of the university and its 
external constituencies. Therefore, creating balance between the university’s interests and 
its stakeholders is essential. Since the issue of governance is tightly “connected with the 
whole debate about managerialism, collegiality, and accountability” (Bargh et al., 
1996:37), how to make them balance is a matter of concern. The balance of power in 
universities is described by Bargh et al., (1996:35) in the figure below:               
 
   
  
  
              Accountable body:     The professionals: 
 
Figure 3.1: The balance of power in universities (Bargh et al.,1996: 35) 
Larson (2006) calls the complicated relationships between the governing board and 
executive management a “Bermuda Triangle”. To cope with potential conflicts, 
Chancellors in Australia (AVCC, 2003:4) have recommended “a joint understanding 
between council, executive management and academic board of their respective roles and 
responsibilities”. Institutional affairs should be conducted within the framework of 
strategic plans and business plans approved by the university council. In addition, the 
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AVCC Report suggests “a partnership of chancellor and vice-chancellor which is vital for 
working success of any governance model” (ibid). This means that there should be clear 
roles and responsibilities for the council, the executive management, and the academic 
board. Regular and informal meetings should be held to reach decisions by consensus.      
A fifth issue is that of changing university governance. Kogan and Bleiklie (2007:5) 
identify two major issues in changing university governance. The first is a normative 
debate regarding the pros and cons of the changes; as to whether they are good or bad, and 
who benefits and who loses from them. The second is the question of to what extent the 
changes actually take place, how drastic they are, to what extent they are identical across 
countries, and to what extent universities and university systems move to convergence on 
the same organizational model and thereby becoming more similar than before.    
These issues provide valuable perspectives for interpreting changes in HE governance in 
developing countries, especially in Vietnam. However, this literature in question fails to 
provide a proper mechanism to enable a researcher to understand the processes of change 
in HE governance. In this regard, the following account is more effective.  
3.3. A Conceptual Approach  
 
3.3.1. Bleiklie and Kogan  
In seeking a means for interpreting and analysing the data collected for this investigation, 
the framework proposed by Bleiklie and Kogan (2006:10) is the most appropriate as it 
provides an explicit mechanism for interpreting changes in HE governance. This 
framework is presented as follows:   
New policies are initially formulated in a top-down process by national policy 
making bodies. They are subsequently translated into laws and resources and are 
implemented within educational institutions. Finally they affect the behaviour of 
individual faculty and the way in which they conduct their research, teaching and 
administrative tasks. This process is usually understood as a hierarchical process 
that spans what is usually considered different ‘levels’ of analysis: the macro level 
of national politics, the meso level of institutional behaviour and the micro level of 
individual behaviour. The process normally runs like this: decisions made at a 
higher level become structural conditions that affect behaviour at lower levels. 
Alternatively, the process may be ‘reversed’, so that influence moves the other 
way, from the bottom up. This may occur e.g. when policy makers have to take 
into consideration claims for institutional autonomy by leaders of academic 
institutions or for academic freedom by groups of academics, when they formulate 
policies.  
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In order to illuminate their analysis, Bleiklie and Kogan (2006:11) employ the concept of 
“field of social action”, understood as “an institutional area of activity where actors 
struggle about something that is important to them”. Actors here primarily include the 
State, local institutions, elites and interest groups.  In this regard, multiple forces that 
work in forming the HE system and issues of changes are highlighted (ibid:8):   
• Changes in the ideologies of the State  
• Changes in the mechanisms of government and the salience of central government  
• Policy formation and the place of government agencies, educational institutions, 
elites, interest groups and actor networks of various kinds  
• The nature of the reforms created by the government  
To explain changes in HE, they utilize a “simple explanatory model” where “change is 
affected by two sets of independent variables” (ibid:12). The first is “bounded rational 
actors” because actors seek to satisfy outcomes through “specific goals rather than trying 
to maximize some exogenously given utility function”. The second is “the institutional 
context in which they act”, for example, “to what extent human agency plays a role and 
how it interacts with the institutional context” (Peters, 1999, in Bleiklie and Kogan, 
2006:12).   
Bleiklie and Kogan suggest that in order to comprehend changes in HE, it is necessary to 
combine “institutional rational choice” and “normative institutionalism”. The former is 
comprised of “sets of rules, [that] act as constraints on goal-seeking behaviour”, whereas 
the latter is “a collection of values and rules and routines that are developed in order to 
implement or enforce those values” (Peters, 1999, in Bleiklie and Kogan, 2006:12). In this 
regard, researchers are advised to:   
find the opposition between interest driven and normative behaviour that is posited 
explicitly by rational choice and normative institutionalism to be artificial. In 
practice human agency is guided by and drawn between these two driving forces. 
The interesting question is therefore usually not whether we ought to focus on one 
or the other, but how the tension between the two principles plays out in specific 
settings (Bleiklie and Kogan, 2006:13).   
To better interpret the driving forces of HE change, Bleiklie and Kogan (2006:14) 
developed an “actor-context model”. In this model, they analyse and “focus on the actors, 
and the problem of to what extent they manage to realise their goals within given 
constraints”. First, they describe the situation at T1, which is the departure point for the 
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reform period, with a particular view to the structural, normative and material setting, that 
is, the constellation of actors, their objectives, resources and values. Secondly, they 
analyse the reform process itself, emphasizing actor behaviour, and the choices they make 
to see how successful they are. Finally they describe the situation at T2 and compare that 
with the situation at T1 in the sense of pointing out changes that have taken place and 
explaining the outcome in terms of the two sets of independent variables: human agency 
and institutional characteristics. 
Bleiklie and Kogan (2006:17-19) highlight several important propositions about diverse 
aspects of change: 
• Changes in formal structures  
• Nature and pace of change  
• Events/ Pressures outside  
• Social practices and change  
• Level of coordinated processes of change 
These propositions are further discussed in section 3.3.3 and chapter 8.  
Bleiklie and Kogan (2006:43-47) also introduce some analytical tools for examining HE 
governance in which changes in policy design through the authority instruments are 
employed: authority tools, incentive tools, capacity tools, symbolic and hortatory tools, 
and learning tools. Policy design is a rationalistic concept because policy makers normally 
regard themselves as architects or engineers (Brobrow and Dryzek, 1987, in Bleiklie, 
2006:41).   
In addition to policy design, Bleiklie (2006:48) introduces the notion of policy regime. 
This is a “networks of actors” based on the idea that “a policy field such as higher 
education is governed by policy regimes”. Policy regimes are dynamic in the sense that 
the actors and the relationships between them change overtime, whereas a policy network 
is rather static, with structural arrangements characterized by goal-oriented behaviour. 
The importance of dynamic network is explained by Bleiklie (2006:48) in the following 
terms:      
By using the dynamic network concept as a heuristic devise, we emphasise that the 
constellation of actors involved in policy making may vary over time as well as 
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cross-nationally and involve a wide array of different actors that are motivated by 
a diversity of factors.  
To interpret how a policy regime works, Bleiklie (2006) introduces two important 
dimensions: influence and network cohesion. The influence dimension includes state 
domination, institutional autonomy, elitism, and interest representation, whereas network 
cohesion refers to “a continuum”, “policy community” and “issue networks”. State 
domination means state policy formulation that individual HEIs need to follow. 
Institutional autonomy is the freedom with which individual institutions can make 
decisions independently and manage their own affairs (Bleiklie, 2006). Elitism – the 
belief that society should be governed by a small group of superior people (Oxford 
Dictionary) – is interpreted as an organisation able to exploit its position “to preserve the 
elite’s domination” (Marton et al., 1995, in Bleiklie, 2006:50). Interest representation or 
interest politics involves parties in the labour market negotiating in relation to wages, 
working conditions, personnel management and workplace democracy (Bleiklie, 2006). 
3.3.2. Strengths and Weaknesses of these Perspectives  
Bleiklie and Kogan’s conceptual framework, and Bleiklie‘s perspectives, have certain 
strengths:  
• They provide a model which can be used to articulate how national policies are 
formulated, transferred, and implemented within HEIs’ hierarchy through different 
levels of analysis: the macro level of national politics, the meso level of 
institutional behaviour and the micro level of individual behaviour. They also 
identify changes within three different fields of social action: national policy, 
education institutions, and academic work within different settings.  
• They provide a “simple explanatory model” where “change is affected by two sets 
of independent variables” with focus on characteristics of actors involved in HE 
and the institutional context in which they perform.  
• They illuminate the “interlocking process” in which HE takes place.  
• They explain how “the actor-context model of HE change” is approached with 
comparison between departure and destination points over a period of change.  
• They outline several important propositions about diverse aspects of change in 
HE.  
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• They introduce some useful devices such as the influence dimension and network 
cohesion dimension to the relevance of HE governance.  
• They provide explanations for why people are not interested in improving certain 
problems/solving socio-economics or political problems.      
The framework also has some possible weaknesses:  
• It discusses mainly transforming HE in Scandinavian countries. 
• It does not point out precisely what are the pressures for change in HE whether 
“organic” evolution or imposed change in developing countries. 
• Its specific conclusion proposition that “events outside the realm of national 
politics such as changes in student preference may affect the higher education 
system at least as much as national policies” (Bleiklie and Kogan, 2006:17) seem 
more appropriate for HE governance in developed countries rather than in 
developing ones, especially the communist countries.  
• The “constellation of actors” involved in policy making lack appropriate 
explanation on the “modes of interaction” and “plurality of actors” taking part in 
shaping governance.  
• It lacks suggestions for solving problems of “unilateral action, negotiation, voting, 
or hierarchical determination” (Scharpf, 1997:72).  
• It lacks an explicit explanation of how actors are influenced by institutions or 
institutions influence actors.  
These deficiencies are mostly addressed by taking into account further models, as 
developed by North (1990), Mayntz and Scharpf (1995, 1997), Scharpf (1997), and Witte 
(2004), as discussed in section 3.4.  
3.3.3. Implications for Vietnam   
Bleiklie and Kogan's (2006) framework, as described above, provides a basis for 
interpreting the operating mechanism of Vietnam’s HE governance. Indeed, the 
Government of Vietnam formulates a top-down process through “national policy making 
bodies” (National Assembly) and then these policies are translated into laws, decrees, 
regulations, that are then implemented in educational settings. The “hierarchical process” 
through “the macro level of national politics” together with “the meso level of 
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institutional behaviour and the micro level of individual behaviour” is run through a 
common template: “decisions made at a higher level become structural conditions that 
affect behaviour at lower levels”. The “higher level” decision making is by MOET and 
related in-line ministries. The reverse process that Bleiklie and Kogan stipulate whereby 
influence moves “from the bottom-up” seems not to occur, however, in Vietnam’s HE 
system at present. Furthermore, the national reforms in Vietnam remain largely in the 
process of top-down rather than bottom-up within a formal hierarchy. The so-called 
“multiple interlocking processes within international academic disciplines, academic 
institutions and central authorities” (p.11) are not well placed in Vietnam’s HE context.   
In Vietnam, “interlocking processes” seem to affect the “national reform” but this reform 
is normally mandated by State regulations through the dominance of “the central policy-
making bodies and bureaucracies”. Allocative and quality assurance bodies are not well-
embraced. MOET and in-line ministries, on behalf of the Government, play the role of 
being allocative and quality assurance bodies because they allocate budget, admission and 
personnel quotas. This centralized allocation leads to tension between HEIs and both 
MOET and the other in-line ministries. HEIs generally need more investment, more 
budget, more admission quotas, whereas MOET and in-line ministries try to control in the 
hope of maintaining a central balance of equality and quality among HEIs. Unfortunately, 
the effort to balance is far below the expected outcome. The “field of social action” via 
“change within three different fields of social action: national policy, education 
institutions and academic work within different disciplinary settings” (p.12) is a concept 
that provides a means of interpreting processes of governance in Vietnam’s national 
policy and HEIs. The first (national policy) and the second level (institutions) are central 
to this investigation.   
The actor-context model of HE change is also relevant to the present investigation 
because it provides a basis for understanding the reform process itself by placing an 
emphasis on political actors’ policies and behaviours, the choices and decisions that the 
university rectors make, and the expectations placed on their subordinates to implement 
these choices and decisions.   
The framework also draws attention to the tensions that occur between the practical 
assignments and the inappropriateness of governmental policies (Becher and Kogan, 
1992). In Vietnam’s HE context, rectors try to make radical changes in their universities 
 72
to cope with the modernization process launched by the Government, but they encounter 
resistance from faculty and academic levels to these changes. Challenges and tensions in 
Vietnam’s HE become evident because the “goal-oriented action” through “the socialist 
oriented markets”- via strict legislative and regulatory forms such as laws, degrees, 
regulations, and resolutions – does not match the practice. In addition, “social norms” 
seem not to work out in Vietnam’s context due to the constraints between practical tasks 
and political mandate imposed by the Party and the State. These aspects are further 
elaborated in the case study chapters.  
Several important propositions about diverse aspects of change highlighted by Bleiklie 
and Kogan (2006:17-19) provide the basis for empirical examination in this investigation. 
These are:   
(1) “Changes in formal structures (such as higher education reform) and size (increased 
student enrolment) do not necessarily change behaviour or all aspects of social 
relationships as e.g. power and autonomy”   
(2) “The nature and pace of change in higher education systems are affected by national 
socio-political peculiarities”   
(3) “Events outside the realm of national politics such as changes in student preferences 
may affect the higher education system at least as much as national policies”   
(4) “Social practices at the organisational and individual levels have changed less than 
formal structural changes may indicate”  
(5)  “Processes of change at the level of national policy, within an academic institutions 
and disciplinary groups, are only partially co-ordinated”  
In this investigation, these propositions are utilized to interpret the meaning of data 
collected in the context of Vietnam’s HE governance.   
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3.4. Additional Insights  
North's (1990) theory on institutional change and its modification by Witte (2004), 
together with Mayntz and Scharpf’s (1995,1997) and Scharpf’s (1997) theory on actor-
centred  institutionalism, add depth to a conceptual understanding of governance in HE.  
With regard to the institutional change, North (1990:3) argues that “institutions are the 
rules of the games in a society or, more formally, are the humanly devised constraints that 
shape human interaction”. He distinguishes between “formal” (p.36-46) and “informal 
constraints” (p.46-53), in which the former include laws, regulations, political rules and 
individual contracts, whereas the latter is about norms of behaviour, standards of conduct, 
cultural values and traditions shared by a given society. In his opinion, informal 
constraints are more difficult to change than formal constraints and this leads to an 
impediment to change adaptation. He notes that opportunities, incentives and mental maps 
of organizational actors are shaped by the institutional framework in which they operate. 
In turn, actors can alter the institutional framework. The dynamics of institutional change 
are thus explained as a two-way interaction between institutions and actors, with informal 
and formal constraints continuously adjusting to each other (Witte, 2004). 
 In order to apply North’s model to HE, Witte (2004) replaces North’s original terms, 
“formal” and “informal constraints” by “regulatory and cultural features”. Her 
modification not only enables a better understanding of “the constraining and restricting 
side of institutions”, but also of the “steering and enabling side” (p.410) (see Figure 3.2)  
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Figure 3.2. North’s model applied to higher education system (Witte, 2004: 410) 
She also addresses the importance of “study structures”- “interwoven with other 
institutional features of the system” where “opportunities, incentives, and mental models 
are in turn shaped by the institutional context of the HE system in which they operate” 
(ibid.). 
Actor-centered institutionalism (ACI), developed by Mayntz and Scharpf (1995, 1997), 
and Scharpf (1997), adds more flesh to North’s theory. If North’s perspective is about 
institutional change, ACI is about the process of policy formation (in Witte, 2004:414). In 
Mayntz and Scharpf’s perspective, governance in public sector in general, and HE, in 
particular, “is no longer adequately conceptualized by a clear dichotomy between the 
steering state and the society to be steered, and that top-down planning models treating 
'the state' as a unitary actor are no longer adequate” but as “a plurality of actors”. Witte 
(2004:414) distinguishes between North’s and Mayntz and Scharpf’s perspectives (also 
see Figure 3.3):  
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In North's thinking, institutions influence actors, and they do so through 
opportunities, incentives and mental maps. According to Scharpf (2000:3), 'actors 
and their interacting choices, rather than institutions, are the proximate causes of 
policy responses whereas institutional conditions, to the extent that they are able to 
influence actor choices, are conceptualized as remote causes'. Accordingly, ACI's 
perspective is how actors are influenced by institutions, rather than how 
institutions influence actors. In Scharpf's (1997:43) terms, 'actors are characterised 
by specific capabilities, specific perceptions, and specific preferences'. There is a 
nearly one-to-one correspondence between the two sets of categories: 
opportunities shape capabilities, mental maps guide perceptions and incentives 
trigger preferences.   
 
Figure 3.3. The actor characteristics in North and Scharpf (in Witte, 2004: 414) 
ACI provides two further concepts that are useful for the analysis of actors' interaction in 
the policy process: “actor constellations” and “mode of interaction”. Actors are 
characterized by specific capabilities, perceptions, and preferences. Actor constellations 
are the players involved in choosing their own strategies unilaterally. In contrast, mode of 
interaction refers one or more actors determined by the unilateral choice of another actor. 
That means any given mode of interaction can be used to cope with a great variety of 
actor constellations (Scharpf, 1997:44-45). Both “actor constellations” and “mode of 
interaction” are utilized to supplement Bleiklie and Kogan‘s study on the actor-context 
model. The actor-context model by Bleiklie and Kogan focuses more on the actor 
constellation, and thus the problems “within given constraints” seem not well articulated, 
meaning that it lacks possible solutions for problem-solving – in other words – how 
conflicts are pursued and solved in the “mode of interaction”. Witte (2004:415) 
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distinguishes differences between the “actor constellations” and “mode of interaction” 
with specific merits on “mode of interaction”: 
Actor constellations are the full picture that emerges if the perceptions, 
preferences and capabilities of individual actors are taken together. They 'are 
meant to represent what we know of a set of actors that are actually involved in 
particular policy interactions -- their capabilities (...), their perceptions and 
evaluations of the outcomes available (...), and the degree to which their payoff 
aspirations are compatible or incompatible with one another. The constellation 
thus describes the level of potential conflict' (Scharpf, 1997,72) with respect to a 
certain issue. While the 'actor constellation' depicts the static picture of actors' 
relations regarding a proposed policy, the mode of interaction specifies how 'that 
conflict is going to be resolved -- through unilateral action, negotiation, voting, or 
hierarchical determination' (Scharpf, 1997, 72), that is, it is concerned with the 
dynamics of actors' interaction. By distinguishing four modes of interaction, 
Scharpf draws attention to the fact that most governance systems today allow for 
several ways of conflict resolution besides hierarchical decision-making.   
North's (1990) model, with further modifications by Witte (2004), provides a basis for 
understanding mechanisms underpinning informal and formal constraints on institutional 
change. As previously indicated, informal constraints (norms of behaviour, cultural values 
and traditions) are more difficult to change than formal ones (laws, regulations, political 
rules). This is true in Vietnam’s HE context because there is more resistance to change 
from the institutional middle managers and staff members who directly implement the 
laws, regulations and political rules stipulated by the State and mandated by university 
leaders.   
Maytnz  and Scharpf’s actor-centered institutionalism model assists with interpreting 
institutional settings (see Figure 3.4) with respect to problems and linkages among actors, 
actor constellations, modes of interaction, and plurality of actors in “a society to be 
steered” and “the steering state” which shapes the corporate governance. Generally, it 
provides an understanding of “policy processes driven by the interaction of individual and 
corporate actors endowed with certain capabilities and specific cognitive and normative 
orientations within a given institutional setting and within a given external situation” 
(Scharpf, 1997:37). Specifically, the notions that “opportunities shape capabilities, mental 
maps guide perceptions and incentives trigger preferences” together with “how actors are 
influenced by institutions rather than how institutions influence actors” as well as “actors 
are characterized by specific capabilities, specific perceptions and specific preferences” 
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(in Witte, 2004) are useful perspectives for understanding the relationships between 
multiple actors, opportunities, mental maps and preferences in HE.  
 
Figure 3.4. The domain of interaction-oriented policy research (Scharpf, 1997: 44) 
Importantly, “the mode of interaction” with its conflicts to be solved “through unilateral 
action, negotiation, voting, or hierarchical determination” (Scharpf, 1997) enables the 
researcher to interpret a dynamics of actors’ interaction through solving conflicts and 
tensions being encountered in Vietnam’s HEIs. These matters are further elaborated in 
chapter 8.  
3.5. Analytical Themes 
A number of analytical themes may be identified from an examination of the relevant 
theoretical literature and are linked with the five propositions.  These form a basis for the 
date collected for the case studies.  These themes are now introduced.    
3.5.1 Autonomy     
Autonomy is a fundamental concept for university governance. Anderson and Johnson 
(1998:8) define university autonomy “as the freedom of an institution to run its own 
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affairs without direction or influence from any level of government”. Ashby and 
Anderson (1966) define six areas of collegiate action which are influenced by autonomy:  
• autonomy in university’s management  
• autonomy in allocation of resources for the actions determined by institutions  
• autonomy in recruiting teaching staff and making decision for their working 
conditions  
• autonomy in student admission  
• autonomy in developing curriculum and teaching delivery  
• autonomy in determining the standards and assessment measures   
Hayden (2006) paraphrases Ashby and Anderson’s actions by identifying six conditions 
that relate to the existence of institutional autonomy in HE: (i) freedom to be self-
governing; (ii) freedom to allocate funds according to their own priorities; (iii) freedom to 
select academic staff and to determine their conditions of work; (iv) freedom to select 
students; (v) freedom to design and deliver the curriculum; and (vi) freedom to set 
academic standards and determine methods of student assessment. Berdahl (1990:171-
172) describes two types of autonomy by distinguishing between “substantive autonomy” 
and “procedural autonomy”. Substantive autonomy is the power of the university or 
college in its corporate form to determine its own goals and programs, whereas procedural 
autonomy is the power of the university or college in its corporate form to determine the 
means by which its goals and programs will be pursued.  
Research findings regarding university autonomy suggest that HE systems in both 
developed and developing countries are very diverse, as each nation/system has its own 
departures and development stages. However, there is a convergence in university 
autonomy across the three main regions in the world. As Anderson and Johnson (1998:7) 
argue:  
Among Anglo-American systems, institutions have traditionally enjoyed 
considerable institutional autonomy but in the last decade or so, have been 
required by their governments to be more accountable. On the other hand, in 
European countries, where institutions traditionally operated within a framework 
of detailed legislation, there have been reforms under which central authority has 
been devolved. The situation is different again in some Asian countries where 
many higher education institutions are relatively recent creations, and are viewed 
and used by governments, perhaps more explicitly than in the west, as instruments 
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contributing to national cohesion and to plans for economic and social 
development. 
University autonomy is not an absolute concept. Government can exercise influence by 
imposing legislative authority or executive management through financial power.  
Although there are several arguments in favour of university autonomy, there are also a 
number of reasons why the State might intrude in HE (McDaniel, 1997, in Mora, 
2005:102):  
• the State’s duty to promote scientific research and the learning necessary for 
society’s development;  
• the need to set political priorities, such as increasing social mobility, through 
public services;  
• the State’s duty to require accountability where institutions are financed from the 
public purse; and  
• the State’s duty to defend the interests of users and consumers of public services.   
3.5.2. Accountability  
Accountability means self-responsibility, transparency, or social responsibility. Ranson 
(2003) provides a general definition as: “… to be accountable, conventionally, is to be 
“held to account”, defining a relationship of formal control between parties, one of whom 
is mandatorially held to account by the other for the exercise of roles and stewardship of 
public resources” (Ranson, 2003:460). The concept of accountability, however, only 
becomes significant when it goes with a range of internal actions such as creating 
mechanisms, administration, examining, controlling the actions of universities. As the 
Task Force Report (2000) describes:   
Accountability does not imply uncontrolled interference, but it does impose a 
requirement to periodically explain actions and get successes and failures 
examined in a transparent fashion. All interaction should occur within the context 
of agreed rights and responsibilities. Buffer mechanisms…may be needed to help 
determine the appropriate balance between autonomy and accountability 
(Governance, Chapter 4, 2000: 61-62).  
Buffer mechanisms for the operation of HEIs lie in the role of governing board, a supreme 
body of an institution, which acts on behalf of the university in relation to the outside 
world. In this regard, an important question emerges: to whom and to what extent should 
the governing board be accountable? Salmi (2007:225-228) notes that universities must 
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meet the need of multiple stakeholders who are no longer located in an ivory tower, but a 
wider interest group. Universities should satisfy the needs of widespread stakeholders: 
society, the State, employers, professors, students, and parents.   
3.5.3. Financial Stability       
Due to the shortage of finance and expansion of student enrolment, it is widely agreed that 
finance, together with quality, are the two major concerns for HEIs. Owing to the 
increased use of formula-driven frameworks for state funding, universities are now more 
exposed to “risks to adapt to changing students” (Shattock, 2003:46). As a result, 
universities need to generate various financial sources to increase their incomes. To do 
this, universities need to take the spirit of Clark‘s entrepreneurialism into account. Market 
mechanisms, however, should be adopted with care to ensure that universities remain 
“academically rather than financially led” (Shattock, 2003:50). This means the spirit of an 
entrepreneurial university espoused by Clark (1998) and further developed by Marginson 
and Considine (2000) and other scholars is not simply “doing business” to maximize 
profits like corporate enterprises. Instead, universities must maintain the three primary 
tasks of teaching, producing research, and transferring know-how to the community – in 
other words – “the advancement, preservation, and transmission of knowledge” 
(Goedegebuure and Hayden, 2007:10).   
3.5.4. Quality Assurance  
Autonomy, accountability and the financial stability of a university should be closely 
linked with quality assurance (QA). The QA framework for the HE sector is a series of 
checks and balances, with responsibilities spread across a range of players (DEST). El-
Khawas (2002:197) notes the importance of “public responsibility to demonstrate high 
levels of performance” and accountability to the related stakeholders. Several HE scholars 
have discussed the necessities and effective methods of quality assurance but few 
highlight its objectives and outcomes. To fill this gap, El-Khawas (2002:204) outlines 
broad questions about policy objectives of QA:  
• Is the goal to monitor or to improve?  
• Is the purpose to address an immediate need or to change institutional practice?  
• Is the goal to improve all institutions or a few institutions, or certain types of 
institutions?  
 81
• What is the trade-off; how do these goals conflict with or contribute to other 
goals?  
She also raises questions about the need to choose specific outcomes:  
• To monitor or control all institutions?  
• To monitor or control specific study fields?  
• To identify and curb inadequately performing institutions?  
• To increase the number of “top” institutions?  
• To reduce “weak” performance?  
• To increase “average” quality?  
• To spur innovation or adaptiveness?  
• To increase responsiveness to national needs?  
Once HEIs are able to interpret their “broad questions” and choose “specific outcomes” as 
mentioned, they are better able to decide “whether to improve or to monitor, whether to 
enhance or to hold accountable” (El-Khawas, 2002:206).   
 
3.6. Changes Processes 
 
Becher and Kogan (1980,1992) describe change processes in HE: first changes to the 
system as a whole, then changes at institutional level, and finally changes affecting basic 
units. To deal with change processes, Eckel et al. (2000, 2001) elaborate the “Typologies 
of Change” and provide insights on distinguished routine and radical change process in 
HE. 
 
Table 3.1: Transformation Matrix for Change Typologies in Higher Education (in 
Merritt, 2004) 
 
Adjustments 
Modification that is not deep or pervasive 
Isolated Change 
Deep changes within a particular compartment 
but not system wide 
Pervasive Change 
System-wide change that is not deep or culture 
altering 
Transformational Change 
Deep and pervasive system-wide changes that 
alters cultures and the things are done 
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The above table shows that there are four types of change: adjustment, isolated change, 
pervasive change, and transformation change. With adjustment, change is not deep or 
pervasive. With isolated change, modification is deep within a particular compartment but 
not system-wide. Unlike adjustment and isolated changes, pervasive changes are 
extensive, but they do not impact the institution deeply. Although the change impacts 
every academic unit, it is not deep enough to affect the values of the institutions (Eckel et 
al., 2000). Transformational change, on the other hand, is drastic and involves the 
redirection of the institution strategy or purpose. A transformational change could be also 
described as a reform. In these circumstances, change is both deep and pervasive. 
According to Eckel et al. (2000: 6): 
Transformation change does not entail fixing discrete problems or adjusting or 
refining current activities. The depth of transformation addresses those 
assumptions that tell organizations what to do, how to behave, and what to 
produce. In other words, transformation touches the core of the institution.  
 
Durrant (1999:2) identifies three stages of change within an organizational setting: 
unfreezing, change, and refreezing. Unfreezing refers the status of “unlearning past 
behaviour” when an organization faces “disconfirmation” and “discomfort”. 
Disconfirmation is generally caused by external pressures, for example, pressures to 
senior leaders by related stakeholders to reform or improve activities of their organization. 
Such pressures may lead to potential problems which need to resolve. Change refers the 
“incorporating new behaviour into organization processes” embedded into corporate 
culture, redirecting people attention, developing skills and providing training to enable 
people to do things. In this sense, employees know their roles and dynamics of change to 
make change happen. Refreezing represents the reinforcing and measuring behaviour 
change followed up by the reward system and relationships to reinforce the new 
behaviour.  
     
Changes normally lead to loss, anxiety, and resistance of employees. Kubler Ross' Grief 
Model (in Durrant, 1999:2-3) indicates four emotional phases of change: denial, 
resistance, exploration and commitment. In this regard, Fullan (2001:44) has a similar 
perspective to North (1990) in that he regards changes in beliefs to be the most difficult to 
achieve because “beliefs are often not explicit, discussed, or understood but rather are 
buried at the level of unstated assumptions” (p.44). As a result, “the pressures (for 
change) seem to subside with the act of adoption followed by the appearance of 
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implementation” (Berman and McLaughlin et al., 1979, in Fullan, 2001). That is, change 
should be seen through the lens of change process in which an institution initiates change 
followed by implementation. Therefore, it is necessary to consider factors related to both 
initiation and implementation of change process. For the former, Fullan (2001) suggests 
the need for a close consideration of the following factors: existence and quality of 
innovations, access to innovation, advocacy from central administration, implementers’ 
advocacy, external change agents, community pressure/ support/ apathy, new policy-funds 
(the State budget), problem-solving, and bureaucratic orientations. For the latter, what 
matters is a consideration of clarity, complexity, quality/ practicality. Factors affecting the 
implementation of change also include local characteristics where community, rectors, 
implementers, government and other actors take part in renovation (Fullan, 2001:54-72). 
The typology of change proposed by Eckel et al. (2001), and the stages of change 
enunciated by Durrant (1999), and factors affecting change developed by Fullan (2001), 
provide a more complete basis for interpreting the nature of the change processes in 
Vietnam’s HE system.     
 
3.7 Concluding Remarks 
This chapter has introduced a body of theory that underpins and guides the present 
investigation. Against the background of a consideration of this theory, key analytical 
themes for consideration in the case study data have been introduced. Five propositions 
are utilized to interpret the meaning of data collected. They also link with the key themes 
in the investigation, namely autonomy, accountability, quality assurance, and financial 
constraints which are further elaborated in section 3.5. For example, proposition 1 relates 
to autonomy in terms of power; accountability in terms of social relationships; proposition 
2 relates to financial constraints in terms of market influence and pressure from the 
outside; proposition 5 relates to quality assurance in terms of the program is only partially 
coordinated. These propositions and themes provide the framework for developing and 
analyzing the case studies and discussion in chapter 5 to 8.   
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     CHAPTER IV 
 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 
This chapter describes the research design and methodology of the investigation.  An 
interpretive approach, involving an ethnographic exploration of the phenomenon of 
change in the governance of three key universities in Vietnam is explained and justified.  
The research design methods adopted for data collection and analysis are then reported in 
detail, followed by a brief discussion of some ethical considerations relevant to the 
investigation. 
 
4.1. An Interpretive Approach 
 
This investigation is interpretive in its research approach. This type of research design has 
been developed and explained in literature by Glaser and Strauss (1967), Goetz and Le 
Compte (1984), Lincoln and Guba (1985)), Patton (1980, 1990, 2002), Berg (1989), 
Merriam (1990, 1998), Sturman (1997), Strauss and Corbin (1999), Hammersley (2000), 
Burns (2000), Alvesson & Sköldberg (2000), Denzin (2001), May (2002), amongst 
others.   
  
In an interpretive research design, the role of the researcher is to construct a “shareable 
understanding” (Denzin, 2001) of a social phenomenon by becoming the instrument 
through which emergent themes from the insights and experiences of others are 
articulated.  The researcher taps deeply into these insights and experiences, confirming, 
refining and further informing them during the course of the investigation. The researcher 
then develops a comprehensive interpretation of the phenomenon. This interpretation is 
hopefully one that identifies “patterns in the empirical material that, linked to a wider 
theoretical frame of interpretation, can provide novel and unexpected understanding” 
(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, in Nordqvist et al., 2008:6).  
 
An interpretive approach is appropriate to the focus of this investigation, the goal of 
which was to produce an understanding of the culture of institutional governance in HE in 
Vietnam that might enable the identification of a plausible set of explanations for the slow 
pace of reform in the governance of the system.  Firstly, the design provided a mechanism 
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whereby a rich variety of perspectives on the topic of institutional governance in the 
higher education system was systematically collected and interpreted. Secondly, it 
provided a means whereby, given the highly charged nature of the political environment 
of HE in Vietnam, “illuminative moments of crisis” (Denzin, 1989, in Stringer, 2004:99) 
were more likely to be captured, thereby providing a clearer picture of deep-seated 
obstacles to the reform of governance in the HE system.    
 
4.2. An Ethnographic Methodology 
 
The investigation employs an ethnographic methodology, that is, one that “involves first-
hand, intensive study of the features of a given culture and the patterns in those features” 
(Gall, Borg & Gall, 1996:607).  Distinguishing characteristics of this methodology are its 
focus upon discovering cultural patterns in human behaviour, its emphasis on describing a 
culture as its members see it, and that its disposition in seeing culture within the context 
of its natural setting (Gall et al., 1996:608). According to Geertz (1973:19), “the 
ethnographer inscribes social discourse; he writes it down”.  Since ethnography is “an 
analytical description of social activities and groups” (McMillian & Schummacher, 1993: 
406), it reflects perspectives on “shared beliefs, practices, artifacts, and behaviors” (Goetz 
and Le Compte, 1984:2-3). An ethnography “usually includes observation, participation, 
archival analysis, and interviewing, thus combining the assets and weaknesses of each 
method” (Reinharz, 1992:46). 
 
An ethnographic study also requires the researcher to become immersed in the social and 
political context. As a native born Vietnamese and former staff member of Can Tho 
University (and personal assistant to the Rector), the author is well immersed in both 
Vietnamese culture and the culture of governance of HEIs in Vietnam.  
 
An ethnographic methodology provided a suitable means for investigating the culture of 
institutional governance in Vietnam's HE system. It offered a systematic framework for 
collecting data in the form of reports by key informants on their experiences and 
understandings of institutional governance, and it also required adherence to protocols 
that would assist in assuring the trustworthiness and reliability of the data. It is a 
methodology that allows also for the use of a wide range of data-collection processes, 
including semi-structured interviews with key informants, participant observations and 
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document analyses. A semi-structured interview “refers to a research approach whereby 
the researcher plans to ask questions about a given topic but allows the data-gathering 
conversation itself to determine how the information is obtained” (Reinharz, 1992:280-
281). Given the need to collect a significant amount of perspectives from key people and 
external HE experts, face-to-face interviews with individuals was the preferred method of 
data collection. As Burns (2000:467) notes:  
Interviews are one of the most important sources of information. Interviews are 
essential, as most case studies are about people and their activities. These need to 
be reported and interpreted through the eyes of interviewees who provide 
important insights and identify other sources of evidence. Most commonly case 
study interviewers use the unstructured or open-ended form of interview, so that 
respondent is more of an informant than a respondent. 
 
The investigation also required participant and non-participant observation. As Merriam 
(1990:8) points out:  
As an outsider, an observer will notice things that have become routine to the 
participants themselves, things which may lead to understanding the context. The 
participant observer goes to see things firsthand and to use his or her own 
knowledge and expertise in interpreting what is observed, rather than relying upon 
once-removed accounts from interviewers. 
 
Burns (2000) notes the importance of using a variety of documents in case studies. To 
interpret peculiar aspects of HE governance reform in Vietnam, many documents were 
read and have been referred to. These documents included legal documents, press reports, 
on-line newspaper articles, university strategic plans, university Communist Party 
resolutions, university reports and booklets.  
 
To contain the investigation, and to ensure that the information being collected was rich 
and contextually meaningful, a decision was taken to explore the culture of institutional 
governance at particular institutional sites. This case-study approach seemed likely to 
produce an in-depth understanding of the complexities of institutional governance within 
the bounded environment in which they occur.        
 
Three universities, Can Tho University (in the South of Vietnam), Hue University (in the 
middle) and Hanoi National Economics University (in the North) were selected as sites 
for the investigation. These three universities form part of the national system of fifteen 
“key” universities. Because they are located in different parts of Vietnam, they were not 
all likely to be affected by the same regional or provincial conditions. Can Tho University 
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(CTU) was founded in 1966 and is the largest comprehensive HEI in the Mekong Delta of 
Vietnam, a region with 17.7 million inhabitants34.  Until 2000, it was the only 
comprehensive university in the region.  Hue University (HU) presents itself as “a center 
for training the talented and the gifted for the country” and as “one of the biggest centers 
for training, research, as well as cultural, scientific and educational exchanges in Central 
Vietnam” (HU, 2007:5).  It was established in 1994 through the amalgamation of six 
independent mono-disciplinary universities in Hue and surrounding areas. It is one of a 
number of universities serving a region in the middle of Vietnam with a population of 
10.6 million inhabitants35.  Hanoi National Economics University (NEU) was founded in 
1956 and is a leading national university in economics and management.  It presents itself 
as offering “the best education in various areas in economics and is also a place of 
cutting-edge research” (NEU, 2006:5).   
  
At each of these sites, individuals who might be able to inform the investigation were 
identified as candidates for interviews.  The sampling method was purposeful, the aim 
being to interact with all of those office-bearers whose experiences and insights were 
most likely to be informative.  It was planned, therefore, that the key informants should 
include rectors, vice-rectors, Party secretaries, chairs of university councils, directors and 
deputy directors of administrative departments, deans and vice-deans of schools, colleges 
and faculties. It was also planned to interview former rectors and vice-rectors, where 
possible.   
 
In selecting key informants, it was considered desirable to focus on as wide a range of 
persons as possible, in the expectation that this strategy would produce a broad range of 
insights and contribute thereby to the richness of the data.  At the same, time, however, it 
was judged that the quality of the insights being reported would be a far more important 
consideration than the number of key informants interviewed, and so, in planning for the 
interviews, allowance was made for the fact that it might prove to be better to focus 
attention on a key number of informants whose insights about the main issues for 
investigation were more valuable.    
 
                                                
34 Vietnam Statistic Handbook 2006, retrieved 6/2/2009 from 
http://www.gso.gov.vn/default_en.aspx?tabid=515&idmid=5&ItemID=5910 
35 ibid 
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A number of interview questions (see Appendix A) were developed to guide the interview 
process. The first focused on how the universities dealt with their institutional governance 
and their relationships with MOET, the expectation being that this question would provide 
the researcher with a basic understanding of individual institution setting. The second 
focused on the degree of institutional autonomy in terms of freedom in decision making in 
personnel, finance, admission, and infrastructure which universities are given because this 
is a central issue to all of Vietnam’s universities. The third emphasized accountability – in 
other words – the establishment of university councils as universities are requested to 
enhance their accountabilities to related stakeholders. The fourth was about institutional 
centralization vs. decentralization because heavily centralized management is said to limit 
a university’s hierarchy, flexibility, and efficiency. The fifth was about changes in 
university affairs - such as implementation of quality assurance, active teaching 
methodology, financial mobility, expansion of enrolment, shifts toward credit-based 
system – to determine the extent to which Vietnamese universities are undertaking these 
tasks consistent with the HE reform stipulated by the State. The final question referred to 
impediments and challenges that universities encounter when changes take place. 
 
It was planned that that each interview would be tape-recorded, subject to the agreement 
of the interviewee. Interviewees would be advised that the tape-recorder could be 
switched off at any point during the interview, at their request. These interview transcripts 
would be matched with any additional notes taken during the interviews. 
   
It was anticipated that each interview would be about one hour in duration, and that there 
would be an opportunity to move away from the interview schedule in instances where 
additional and unexpected insights were being reported.  It was also anticipated that all of 
the interviews would be conducted in Vietnamese, and that the interviewees would 
determine the setting for the interviews.   
 
As in many Asian countries, Vietnamese culture is characterized by high power-distance 
and high uncertainty-avoidance attributes (Hofstede, 2001), and so due consideration of 
these matters was expected to be necessary in the way the interviews were conducted.  
Interviewees, for example, were not to be placed in a situation of having to answer any 
questions about which they felt uncomfortable. Given the high levels of power distance 
and uncertainty avoidance in Vietnam as mentioned, institutional leaders generally avoid 
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expressing their ideas if they find them “sensitive” and potentially harmful to their 
positions.   
 
4.3. Collection and Analysis of the Interview Data 
 
Interviews were conducted between July and October 2007 in Vietnam. In total, 37 
informants from across the three site universities provided interview data.  The interview 
process was implemented as planned.  Some particular circumstances associated with the 
interview process are, however, of note.   
 
The first concerns differences between CTU, on the one hand, and HU and NEU, on the 
other hand, in terms of how access to informants was gained. At CTU, access to key 
informants was relatively unrestricted because all were well known to the author, or were 
introduced by the Rector, who was strongly supportive of the investigation.  At HU and at 
NEU, access to key informants was a little more restricted and the approach was more 
formal. A letter of request was submitted to the President's Office (HU), and the Rectorate 
Office (NEU).  A letter of approval was subsequently received, which included a list of 
personnel who might be able to inform the investigation.   
 
The second is that quite a large proportion (around two-thirds) of informants approached 
requested to see the interview schedule in advance. Some had made extensive notes prior 
to the interview.    
 
The third is that interviews varied considerably in terms of the level of formality required. 
Some of the informants preferred a formal style of conversation, whereas others appeared 
to be more relaxed in responding to key issues. It was not always possible to address all 
questions on the interview schedule. In some cases, some questions had to be skipped 
over either because the informants felt that they might not know the correct answer or 
because they simply did not have enough understanding of the issue to be able to provide 
a response or because they found the questions sensitive to them. 
 
There were other salient features of the interview process. For the most part, all interviews 
at one university were completed and documented before the interview process began at 
another university.  Interviews were conducted in settings chosen by the interviewees – in 
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most cases they were happy to be interviewed in their offices. The average duration of 
individual interviews was between one and two hours. Interviews with external HE 
experts generally lasted for more than two hours, and interviews with three former rectors 
of the site universities included in the investigation lasted for from three to four hours – 
mainly because they were retired and had time to chat.  
  
Of the 37 individual interviews completed, 15 were with informants from CTU, 12 were 
with informants from HU and 10 were with informants from NEU. Consistent with the 
fact that most senior managers in the universities concerned are male, only 9 interviewees 
were female.  Among the 37 informants from the three universities were one rector, five 
former rectors, six vice-rectors, one Party secretary, one chair of a university council, 10 
deans or vice-deans, and 13 heads or vice-heads of departments. In addition, three 
external HE experts in Vietnam were interviewed at length – bringing the total number of 
interviews completed in Vietnam to 40. 
 
Though it was unfortunate that only one rector was able to be interviewed for the 
investigation, any deficit in this regard was compensated for by the fact that five former 
rectors were willing to provide a good deal of their time to inform the investigation.  
Interestingly, former rectors were among the most forthcoming in terms of their 
willingness to provide information and to express personal opinions about the governance 
of HE without any fear.  They proved to be extremely valuable informants.    
 
It is also of note that only one chair of a university council could be interviewed.  The 
reason for this situation is that only one of the three site universities (NEU) had, in fact, 
established a governing council.   
 
The three external experts included one who used to be Head of the Higher Education 
Department in MOET, one who is currently a prominent senior member of the National 
Education Council, and one who is a celebrated scholar among the overseas Vietnamese 
(Viet Kieu).  These informants were also a rich source of insights about the governance of 
Vietnam's HE system.  
 
As planned, the interviews were tape-recorded, in all cases with the approval of the 
interviewees. Complete transcriptions of the interview data were produced, first in 
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Vietnamese, and then in English.  Individual transcripts ranged in length from three pages 
(senior university managers mainly) to fourteen pages (former rectors mainly).    
 
The interviewees varied greatly in terms of their characteristic styles of expression.  Some 
were quite formal, while others were extremely informal.  In a few cases, the interviewees 
appeared to be intent upon telling a particular story, or expressing a particular point of 
view, regardless of the questions presented in the interview schedule.        
 
4.4. Collection and Analysis of Additional Data 
 
The goal of data analysis, according to Taylor and Bogdan (1984:139, in Merriam, 1990: 
130), is “to come with reasonable conclusions and generalizations based on a 
preponderance of the data”. A variety of other data to enhance or clarify information or 
issues emerging in the first phases of data analysis is utilized. As Stringer (2004) suggests, 
once interview data has been analyzed, researchers should review other available 
information to the identified issues, features, or elements. These sources are in the form of 
non-interview data, including observation, artifact review (for example, documents, 
records, materials), and literature reviews. 
 
There is a great deal of official documentary material related to HE in Vietnam that 
required close analysis in preparation for the conduct of the interviews.  Important among 
this material were the strategic plans and Party resolutions relating to each of the three 
universities that were sites for the present investigation.  Rectors are responsible for the 
development of institutional strategic plans, and Party resolutions are adopted by 
institution-based Party Committees. Of importance to the investigation was a need to 
understand how these documents were developed, integrated and implemented in the 
context of the three site institutions. Also of interest was the question of which of these 
documents was the more important in terms of its practical significance for institutional 
governance. At CTU, it proved to be relatively easy to obtain copies of both the 
University's strategic plan 2006-2020 and the Party resolutions for the period from 2005 
to 2010.  It was also possible to obtain a copy of the University's Quality Assurance Self-
assessment Report.  At HU and NEU, however, all that it was possible to obtain were the 
strategic plans.  Party resolutions were regarded as being confidential documents, as were 
copies of the relevant Quality Assurance Self-assessment Reports.  While it would have 
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been helpful to have had copies of the additional documents for HU and NEU, the 
investigation was not adversely affected because of their absence. Most of the information 
obtained from them could be gleaned from comments made in the interviews.    
 
Other important materials requiring close attention included the HE Charter of 2003, the 
Education Law of 2005, the HERA (Government Resolution 14/2005), and the Interim 
Regulations of 2004 on HE Quality Assurance.  These documents were readily available 
and have been discussed in chapter 2.  
 
Finally, newspaper reports on HE generally, and on the three specific site institutions, 
required attention and useful information.  One of the most useful electronic newspapers 
reporting issues on HE in Vietnam is VietnamNet (www.vnn.vn). This resource provided 
an abundant source of information on Vietnam's HE and policies.    
 
The site visits for the investigation provided an opportunity for additional data gathering 
by means of observation and informal discussion. While visiting each of the site 
universities, for example, there was ample opportunity for discussion with various 
academic and administrative staff members. These opportunities were generally greater at 
CTU than at either HU or NEU, because of my familiarity with CTU. At CTU, it was 
possible, for example, to attend several weekly meetings between the Rectorate Board and 
its subordinates to hear discussion of how the implementation of quality assurance and 
financial mobility related to institutional reform was undertaken.  It was also possible to 
obtain a detailed account from the Party Secretary of CTU on how the Party interacts with 
the University management.       
 
The additional information obtained by means of documentary analysis, observations and 
informal discussion was systematically recorded in note form. Details were then 
integrated with information obtained from the interviews. These details also provided 
useful prompts for supplementary or follow-up questions in the interviews. 
  
4.5. Identification of Emergent Themes 
 
In interpreting Vietnam's university governance reform, different categories of experience 
and perceptions emerged from senior leaders, middle managers, and external HE experts. 
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These categories include changes in university governance and management (for example, 
organizational structure, centralization vs. decentralization); relationship between a 
university's hierarchy and its upper ministry; establishment of governing board; 
autonomy; accountability; university affairs, such as quality assurance, financial mobility, 
active teaching methodology, shift towards credit-based learning; and challenges when 
changes take place. Although category labels provide little common elements across 
stake-holding groups, it is evident that several issues are related, and these have been 
identified as themes. To facilitate the interpretation of respondents' perspectives, the main 
themes were grouped as follows: 
• changes in centralization; relationship between the government and university and 
relationship within the university's hierarchy; 
• changes in autonomy, accountability and establishment of governing boards; 
• changes and innovation in universities' affairs: quality assurance, active teaching 
methodology, financial mobility, expansion of enrolment, shifts toward credit-
based system; and 
• impediments and challenges when changes take place. 
These themes are consistent with “five particularly critical issues in which higher 
education institutions in the developing world must grapple as they respond to changing 
contexts” as noted by Chapman and Austin (2002), namely: (1) seeking a new balance in 
government – university relationships; (2) coping with autonomy; (3) managing 
expansion, while preserving equity, raising quality, and controlling costs; (4) addressing 
new pressures and forms of accountability; (5) supporting academic staff in new roles 
(underpaying vs. heavy tasks). These themes are consistent with research themes of 
several HE researchers, for example, de Boer and Goegedeburre (2003), Kogan et al. 
(2006), Goegedeburre and Hayden (2007).  
 
4.6. Trustworthiness, Dependability and Credibility 
 
Since interpretative case study research is often seen as subjective bias, generalization, 
time and information overload (Burns, 2000), it is important to ensure the trustworthiness, 
dependability and credibility of the data.  
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In order to address these matter, the following measures recommended by Lincoln and 
Guba (1985) were implemented.     
 
(1) Prolonged engagement and persistent observation to develop trust and culture: 
As a South Vietnamese, I have strengths conducting these case studies at three key 
universities in particular because I am familiar with Vietnam's HEIs, especially my home 
university. Furthermore, since I have worked at CTU for almost 14 years, I am able to 
understand some special “subtle” culture features of Vietnam that foreigners may never be 
able to fully interpret. This helps me with thick description and rich information.     
 
(2) Triangulation:  
According to Sturman (1997:65), the concept of “triangulation” (Tawney, 1975) is central 
to credibility: “triangulation may involve the use of different data sources, different 
perspectives or theories, different investigators or different methods”. Triangulation is 
undertaken in this study by checking the consistency of data obtained by different means, 
including observations, interviews and the study of related documentation from various 
groups.  
 
(3) Peer review and debriefing:  
The data as well as the findings were externally audited by my supervisor and by 
Professor Martin Hayden (Southern Cross University). The chapters (co-authored with 
Professor Martin Hayden), and soon to be published by Springer (forthcoming in 2009) on 
the reform of university governance in Vietnam, greatly assured the relevance of peer 
review and debriefing.   
 
(4) Member checking:  
Some key informants at the universities I conducted case studies were asked to give 
comments and criticize my findings so that true interpretation and reliability are ensured. 
 
(5) Rich, thick descriptions:  
Thick description is “deep, dense, detailed accounts of problematic experiences” (Denzin, 
2001:98). Within each case study, there are different perspectives from diverse 
interviewees as well as from results obtained from participant observation and 
documentary analysis. 
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4.7. Ethical Considerations 
 
There are a number of limitations and major concerns in using case studies which need to 
be taken into account. With the interviews, a concern was that the responses should be 
correctly interpreted. Furthermore, it was important not to depend on single respondents 
for information and to use other sources of evidence to confirm responses (Burns, 2000). 
With documents, I needed to be careful because they “may not be accurate or lack bias” 
and “are deliberately edited before issue” (Burns, 2000:467). With participant 
observation, the major problem was the “potential for bias” because the researcher “may 
be too closely involved and lose detachment, or assume advocacy roles detrimental 
(harmful) to unprejudiced reporting” (ibid).  
 
Access was another issue. It may be difficult to access the universities and be permitted to 
attend some university's Communist Party meetings, especially at HU and NEU as I was 
an outsider. The largest concern when conducting case studies in any Vietnamese HEIs 
was that I would not be able to totally access some “confidential” documents and 
“sensible” issues of the institutions as some respondents are afraid that their responses 
may be leaked out and it would not be good for themselves and their institutions. 
Nevertheless, since I was a former assistant to the Rector at CTU, I was able to make use 
of my relationships (to a certain extent) to get introduction to approach people there. 
Fortunately, I was strongly supported by my rector and former rectors, who were ready to 
help and recommend me to HU and NEU.  
 
Ethical considerations in conducting the research study include the way in which the 
study is presented, confidentiality and the protection of information, letters of consent and 
the right to withdraw participation, and the way in which I portrayed myself as “the 
researcher” (Taylor, 2001).  
 
Approval to undertake the research was granted by RMIT University's Human Research 
Ethics Committee. Based upon this approval, I asked my senior supervisor to write letters 
of recommendation to my home university rector. With his permission, I approached vice-
rectors as I believed that vice-rectors would be most likely shown to be the case as the 
Rectors’ approval helped me to approach other university members. The procedure for 
ethical considerations at HU and NEU was a bit different. Here, I adopted a snow ball 
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technique: I asked my rectors/vice-rectors to write two official letters of recommendation 
to these two universities, explaining my purpose and expectation. They accepted with 
pleasure and this allowed me to approach their people and resources. Although I was 
allowed to conduct case studies there, I still found it hard to approach the people due to 
their busy schedule and hierarchy. In addition, they tried not to mention some issues that 
were “sensitive” to them and their institutions when being asked.  
  
I advised senior and middle managers at Vietnamese universities that no individuals 
would be identified or identifiable in the report of the study's findings. However, in some 
cases, I wished to get their permission for name identification. As well, I let them know 
that interviews would be confidential and results reported anonymously. However, many  
senior managers were happy to allow me to use their names and for their institutions to be 
identified, except people in Hanoi and Hue.             
 
In the plain language statements which were sent to CTU, HU and NEU (Appendix B), I 
informed interviewees of my intended focus on the issues of changes and challenges in 
university governance and management. I also explained that the interviews would be 
taped and extracts from interview transcripts might be used in my thesis. I also noted that 
comments would be anonymous and that no individuals or indications that might identify 
an individual. I offered to provide a list of interview questions in advance, on the 
assumption that most interviewees would seek to establish legitimacy and justification in 
their accounts of institutional governance and management, such as autonomy, 
accountability, establishment of university councils, centralization vs. decentralization, 
reform activities taken by universities. Interview questions were sent to them in advance 
for their preparation.   
 
Ethical concerns may arise with this study because there is “the possibility of recognition” 
(Stenhouse, 1988:53) and bias of persons or institutions. This highlights the importance of 
following ethical procedures and other measures such as triangulation of findings. Letters 
of consent from the institutions and its individuals taking part in the interviews were 
obtained. In addition to that, when conducting this case study, I needed to position myself 
as an outsider who did not have any biased understanding and personal feelings to 
evaluate/ assess any issues relating to changes and challenges of governance and 
management to ensure objectiveness and fairness. Thus, evidence presented in the 
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research study must be based upon respondents' perspectives, facts, and figures rather 
than on my personal or other assessment.   
  
The plain language statement also outlined the process for keeping material secure and 
confidential and explained participants' right to withdraw from the study anytime. 
Fortunately, no interviewees withdrew from the study. Before commencing each 
interview or conversation, I clearly explained my purpose and the content of interview 
questions. After the interview, I obtained a letter of consent from each individual 
participant. In this consent letter, I asked for their permission for tape-recording and name 
identification. Senior mangers at CTU were more than happy to allow me for tape-
recording, identification of their names, positions, and institutions. Most senior managers 
at HU, its member universities, and at NEU permitted me to identify their positions and 
institutions (but no personal names and no tape-recording allowed). Many middle 
managers at CTU, HU, and NEU preferred just note-taking. It was likely that they did not 
want their voices to be recorded to avoid political sensitivity which may arise (in case the 
tapes were released). However, all of them agreed their institutions and positions to be 
identified. For safety to all of them (both senior and middle managers), I used their 
positions or used code (MM) for middle manager.   
 
I also identified my own concerns in approaching universities’ senior leaders. I had 
anticipated that it would not be easy to approach senior leaders because of their hierarchy 
and tight working schedules. This was true when I actually approached them. Since they 
were key people with symbolic power, this determined the conversational strategies to be 
used and I only expressed my views when appropriate within the conversational context.  
 
Throughout the interviews with HU and NEU, I tried to convey to participants that there 
was no right or wrong answer. My concerns here were to find out their diverse 
perspectives on changes and challenges in institutional governance and management. 
Though I had no previous contact with people at HU and NEU, they still expressed their 
willingness in answering my questions in informal ways than formal ones. This created a 
friendly environment for the conversations.  
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As I conducted my interviews, I was conscious of positioning myself as a “researcher” 
and making attempts at some privileging of the interviewees as the “leaders” in the 
conversational strategies employed.       
 
4.8. Concluding Remarks 
 
The methodology and research design for this study provide the basis for obtaining and 
interpreting the selected universities' senior and middle managers' perspectives on 
changes and challenges in the reform process of Vietnam's university governance in the 
last decade. The use of ethnographic case studies is particularly relevant because it 
enabled me to gain in-depth understanding of selected HEIs in Vietnam, namely what is 
really happening there; what changes have been taken place so far and what constraints 
are still ahead. The case studies provide a clearer picture on “illuminative moments” and 
turning points as universities shift from a heavily centralized system to socialist market 
orientation. Finally, the study design enables me to identify mismatches between theory 
and practice in Vietnam's HE settings.          
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        CHAPTER  V  
    CASE STUDY OF CAN THO UNIVERSITY  
 
5.1. Brief History  
 
Can Tho University (CTU) is somewhat unique within Vietnam’s HE system in that it has 
always been a comprehensive university. Located at the centre of the vast MD region, it 
has for over 40 years made a significant contribution to the social and economic 
development of its community.  The MD region, which has a population of over 17 
million people, is widely referred to as the rice bowl of Vietnam. It is also an important 
source of fruit and of fish.  
 
Founded as Can Tho Institute in 1966, the institution began with four faculties (Sciences, 
Letters, Law and Social Sciences, and Education). It was renamed CTU in 1975, and since 
then the old faculties have been disaggregated and recombined, and various new faculties 
and colleges have been established.  Important among these changes was a restructure of 
the University in 1994 and 1995 that resulted in the establishment of larger schools and 
colleges, all brought under the control of a Rectorate Board.   
 
5.2. Organization and Structure 
 
An overview of the University’s current organizational structure is presented in Appendix 
F.  CTU may be said to have three levels of management. At the top level is the Rectorate 
Board, comprising the Rector and Vice-Rectors.  The Rectorate Board is responsible for 
general management and for holding the legal status, seals and bank accounts of the 
University.  At the next level are faculties, centers and institutes, all of which are under 
the direct management of the Rectorate Board. At the bottom level are academic 
departments, which are under the direct management of the faculties.  Currently, CTU 
now has eleven schools and colleges, five specialized research or teaching centers, two 
institutes, and eleven administrative support departments.  
 
The Rector is the chief executive officer and leads the administration of the University.  
He was a former Rector promoted to be the Rector in early 2007. There are five Vice-
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Rectors, with separate responsibilities across the areas of administration, finance, 
teaching, research, international cooperation, and infrastructure. The Rector and the Vice-
Rectors are all appointed directly by the Minister for Education and Training.   
 
Several committees report to the Rectorate Board, including an Academic Affairs 
Committee and a Scientific Research Committee.  As suggested by their titles, one is 
primarily responsible for teaching and the curriculum, while the other is primarily 
responsible for research.  There is also an Academic Titles Committee, which approves 
academic titles for University members and non-academic administrators, and there is 
also an Editorial Committee, which supervises the publication of a research journal 
sponsored by the University. In addition, CTU has many other committees, whenever 
needed, are established for specific tasks and automatically dismiss right after 
assignments are completed.   
 
Consistent with the national political system, CTU’s Communist Party is the leading force 
of the institution and the supreme body of the University.  Management of the University 
by the Rectorate Board requires, therefore, that there should be a high level of consistency 
between management decisions taken and the expressed policies of the Party. CTU’s 
Party Committee consists of a Party Secretary, a Deputy Secretary and senior and junior 
Party members from across the University. The current Party Secretary is a Vice-Rector, 
who is a member of the Rectorate Board.  The Party also has a Discipline Committee, 
with responsibility for checking compliance with Party ethics across the University.   
 
The Rectorate Board must also take account of the decisions and priorities of MOET, to 
which it reports. It must also be accountable to the Can Tho Municipal Authority, 
especially for matters related to personnel.   
 
At the faculty and departmental levels, the system of governance is much the same as in 
other public universities. Deans and vice-deans, working within policies determined by 
faculty party committees, provide management at the faculty level, and heads and vice-
heads provide management at the departmental level.  Faculties and departments have 
their own academic committees in order to consider issues of teaching and curriculum, 
learning and teaching issues. 
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5.3. Staff, Students, and Training 
CTU is a relatively large public comprehensive university in Vietnam. In 2007, it offered 
students 58 different training programs at the undergraduate level, across areas that 
include technology, engineering, agriculture, information and technology, economics, 
education, fisheries and law.  It also provides master’s and doctoral programs.  In 2007, it 
had an enrolment of 21,160 on-campus students and 17,000 off-campus students. Of 
1,874 staff members in 2008, 932 held academic appointments, 942 administrative staff, 
20 associate professors, 144 had doctoral qualifications (7.7%), 521 had master’s level 
qualifications (27.8%), and the remaining 826 (44.1%) held bachelor degrees (CTU’s 
statistics, 2008). It is of note that at present, CTU has no full professors. Previously, it had 
two professors but they were all retired in 2005.  
 
5.4. Scientific Research and Technological Transfer 
 
CTU is strengthening its basic research capacity by focusing on a number of specific 
research projects of strategic importance to the University and its region. It has twelve 
oriented research programs. Some of the projects are: biological technology in genetic 
selection, cross-breeding, domestic animals, plants and microorganisms of high quality 
and productivity through epidemic disease control. The University has paid much 
attention to applying new technology in treating and preserving agricultural products, 
manufacturing light building materials, utilizing information technology to various fields 
such as market investigation, planning economic zones, GIS technology, remote sensing 
in managing cultivated land, environment, and other natural resources. It has also signed 
various contracts with local authorities in the MD in terms of improving socio-economics 
of the region.   
 
5.5. International Relations  
 
CTU is of the leading HEIs in international collaboration in Vietnam. Due to its 
geographically important location in the MD, a region which has low academic 
achievement in its population and limited infrastructure but is rich in agricultural and 
fisheries products, CTU has received a lot of donation programs from various 
international governments and organizations. Of importance, grants from (i) the 
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Government of Japan: US$ 23 million; (ii) the Government of the Netherlands: US $18 
million; (iii) the Government of Belgium: $ US15 million; (iv) US Atlantic Philanthropy: 
$ US 7 million.      
 
5.6. Key Themes for Investigation 
 
5.6.1. Centralization   
 
CTU is under the direct control of MOET, and it must also report to the municipal 
government for the city of Can Tho. The University has responsibility for its own 
professional affairs, such as teaching, learning, personnel, finance, and infrastructure, but 
in all other respects it is accountable to either central or regional authorities.  
 
The extent and implications of central control by MOET was widely referred to in 
interviews conducted with various informants from CTU.  One former Rector stated, for 
example:  
One of the biggest drawbacks of CTU over the past decades is that it has been 
bureaucratically and heavily controlled by MOET via the State subsidy. As a 
result, we must follow all guidance and instructions from MOET and in-line 
ministries as well as from the municipal authority. With centralized control, it is 
hard for us to maintain our freedom and operation.  
 
Another former Rector provided a comprehensive account of the extent to which the 
University operates in an environment characterized by centralized external control.  He 
described how the Party maintains its leadership in all aspects of society through the four 
organs of the Party Committee, the labor union, the youth union and the veteran’s 
association.  In his opinion, this leadership is as being politically committed, rather than 
academically or managerially committed.  In addition, however, there was central control 
exercised by MOET, and this control was managerially and, to a lesser extent, 
academically committed.    
 
His perspective was echoed in comments made by many other interviewees.  Several 
middle managers (MMs) criticized the rigid structure and complicated administrative 
procedures at CTU. They acknowledged that a contributing factor here was the fact that 
some key administrative staff were entrenched in traditional bureaucratic ways of 
performing their duties, but their main concern was that the University was restricted from 
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being proactive because of the extent of the influence by MOET and other ministries.  A 
middle manager (MM) commented:  
Governance and management at CTU are heavily centralized and largely 
dependent on MOET. The University’s administrative staff capacity is too weak. 
The Rectorate has been overloaded with day-to-day management. Jobs are 
unequally distributed among the Rectorate members and other University staff. 
Some have too many things to do while others have too little.   
 
While recognizing the infeasibility of being able to reduce the extent of heavy centralized 
control by MOET, CTU is, however, seeking to achieve a decentralization of 
responsibilities in areas under its own control.  In recent years, for example, it has trialed 
the decentralization of administrative responsibilities to the schools/colleges of 
Agriculture, Education, Economics, and Basic Science.  The results have been mixed 
because of unexpected ongoing tensions between these schools/colleges and the Office of 
the Rector. The Rector expressed his determination to continue the devolution process. He 
stated:  
Previously, we trialed the devolution process to the four schools/colleges in the 
area of academic training. In early 2007, CTU concentrated on implementing a 
thorough devolution, namely, delegating authority and resources to all of its 
subordinate schools/colleges. This is an authentic devolution, not a test anymore. 
By early this year, the Rectorate Board had several meetings with its senior and 
middle managers to discuss how to delegate tasks/authorities/responsibilities to its 
subordinate schools/colleges. There are two types of delegated tasks given: easy 
and difficult ones. Most of schools/colleges prefer the easy tasks and try to ask for 
as much budget as possible for their own implementation. If they find the tasks 
hard, however, they normally avoid. I understand that delegation is a heavy and 
difficult task and it may take 2-3 years to accomplish.           
 
When asked how the devolution would be properly implemented at CTU, the Rector 
replied:  
Initial delegation can be presented in the form of “signing of behalf of the rector”. 
Vice-rectors and deans are authorized by the Rector to sign on some particular 
types of administrative documents. Some deans are afraid that this is a heavy job 
and thereby deny the tasks given because these jobs were previously done by some 
body else. As regulated by the State, the Rector is only able to authorize the power 
to his vice-rectors and deans, not to vice-deans. Therefore, deans are the ones fully 
responsible for overall operation of their schools/colleges. Unfortunately, several 
deans complain that they have no time to focus on teaching and research because 
they have to handle daily bundle of administrative papers. Again, they wish to 
share/delegate tasks to their vice-deans but are not allowed to do so by the State.  
 
Resistance is also evident in the responses of administrative/non-academic departments. 
As the Rector described:  
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Apart from academic schools/colleges, non-academic/administrative departments 
seem not happy with the delegation. Due to the centralized and bureaucratic 
control in the hands of non-academic departments (who normally have more 
power than academic schools/colleges) for years, they are not interested in 
transferring their powers to the schools/colleges. The reason is that they do not 
want to lose benefits that they had before. For instance, the arrangement of paper 
exams used to be handled by the Department of Registrar/ Academic Affairs. 
When doing this job, they got extra pay (in addition to their monthly salary). If 
this job is transferred to schools/colleges, they feel lost   because they receive no 
more extra pay as before.      
 
Devolution is usually only effective when subordinate units are provided with sufficient 
resources in order to address their increased responsibilities. In many instances, however, 
these additional resources are not readily available.  Despite these obstacles, the Rector 
remained strongly committed to devolution of decision making within the University:   
It needs to be done and is expected to be completed in two years. Once I made up 
my mind on this matter, I decided that it should be thoroughly implemented across 
the institution, straight down to both academic colleges/schools and administrative 
departments. It is no longer a testing period but an authentic implementation 
process.    
 
The reasons for the Rector’s commitment to devolution were commented on by a Vice-
Rector:  
Generally speaking, devolution must be based upon the organizational structure of 
a particular institution. Considering the size of CTU, we can see that CTU is 
similar to a regional university (like Hue or Da Nang University). However, since 
CTU is not a regional university, it has only three management layers: university – 
schools/colleges – departments. Regardless of this fact, a school/college within 
CTU is as large as a member university, as seen in a regional university. 
Therefore, devolution is essential as it enhances dynamics and offers momentum 
for its subordinate units. Previously, CTU just started trial delegation to its four 
designated schools/colleges. Now this process should be extended to other 
remaining divisions. From now on, the devolution will be thoroughly done 
through diverse areas in academic training, personnel, finance, and infrastructure. 
This is CTU’s primary task. 
 
The Vice-Rector noted some impediments to the delegation process. He expressed his 
concern about the shortage of physical facilities and lack of commitment from CTU’s 
staff members.  In his opinion, the biggest challenge that CTU is facing is how to get rid 
of old thinking that is permanently ingrained in the minds of some long-term members of 
staff. He described the situation as being “a play full of stereotype characters”, in the 
sense that there were some members of staff in management positions who knew only 
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how to respond to directions from more senior staff and who were reluctant to exercise 
any independence in decision making.     
 
Another Vice-Rector, drawing attention to the moderating effect of limited resources, 
commented:  
In theory, many middle managers at CTU always ask for the devolution. However, 
there are two sides of the decentralized administration (each level having its 
proper responsibility). The strong schools/colleges are happy with the 
decentralization given whereas the weak ones are not because they have already 
been accustomed to centralized subsidy (relying on others/ waiting for 
instructions/ budgets from the superiors). They wish to receive more benefits (in 
terms of more budget) but avoid “headache” devolution affairs. Especially, many 
of them are not ready for being accountable. They request to be granted more 
power and more budget but deny responsibilities.      
 
Voices concerned about the speed and extent of the devolution may also be heard.  As a 
former Rector stated:  
The issue of delegation should be done with care. Around twelve years ago, I 
made a study tour to the Netherlands to learn about institutional governance and 
management at Dutch universities. In the Netherlands, decentralization was too 
much that many Dutch rectors had very little power because all authorities had 
already been in the hands of the department chairs. For example, two department 
chairs within a faculty decided to purchase two expensive equipments with the 
same technical specifications. This is a waste of money. Too much delegation of 
power to the faculties and departments may bring unexpected outcomes. Since 
Vietnamese universities are in shortage of budget, there should be a balanced co-
ordination at the central/ headquarter level to make full use of their budget and 
physical facilities. As I said before, delegation should be based upon the actual 
situation of a university and should be properly co-coordinated at the central level, 
namely at the Rectorate Board. Dispersing one’s property is not a wise decision. 
 
He gave examples of devolution at CTU where expensive equipments were purchased and 
installed at different institutes and colleges within CTU:  
Bio-technology research is said to be a crucial factor to the national agricultural 
development, it is, though, improperly invested. Modern equipment for genetic 
research is dispersed at different institutes and colleges: the College of 
Agriculture, the Bio-Technology Institute, the Central Laboratory, and the College 
of Fisheries. It is necessary to consider the way to decentralize such 
administration/management. 
 
Another former Rector expressed support for decentralized administration at CTU, but he 
argued that what mattered was the embedding of institutional autonomy and 
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accountability, rather than simply decentralization. In his view, without more institutional 
autonomy and accountability, decentralization was meaningless.  
 
The issue of decentralisation is hotly debated at CTU. Given the context, in which the 
University itself operates in a centralised HE system, there has been a need for learning by 
“trial and error” at the level of the University. This is the way CTU is currently 
undertaking.  A MM from an administrative department noted, for example, that:  
There has not been any well-coordinated network among CTU’s hierarchical 
levels (schools/colleges/non-academic departments). Administrators at schools/ 
colleges receive no proper expertise training for the decentralization work. 
Furthermore, since there have been frequent changes on administrative staff at 
many schools/colleges, new administrators generally do not know what to do and 
lack specialized knowledge when dealing with devolution.  
 
Another MM from a college observed that: 
More devolution means more jobs and more responsibilities. Unfortunately, since 
people have already accustomed to centralized management and subsidy 
(somebody else has already provided budget and done for them before), they are 
not interested in such a decentralization. Furthermore, since there is no increase in 
salary, they are not willing with the devolution. As a result, there is an urgent need 
to balance between personal incomes and responsibilities. 
 
Yet another MM from an administrative department shared a similar opinion:  
CTU has not designed an appropriate decentralized administration mechanism yet 
for its subordinate schools/ colleges. Most of administrators are rather old and 
have already been used to centralized management for many years. Consequently, 
it is not easy for them to get rid of their old habits and ready to receive 
decentralization from the rectorate board.  
 
One MM from a college expressed his concern as follows:  
My college is in shortage of personnel, finance, and physical facilities for 
implementing decentralization. The delegation jobs that we received from the 
rectorate board are administrative academic trainings. I do not know if we can 
manage to handle the decentralization if further delegation areas are given without 
sufficient resources provided. 
 
Shortages in finance, physical facilities and personnel are the major concerns of most 
respondents from schools/colleges. Indeed, resources available at CTU are never 
sufficient, as noted by CTU’s Rector. Yet, decentralization remains mandated for 
implementation at CTU. A MM, commenting on decentralization process in her School, 
stated:  
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Since we do not fully understand regulations/principles/mandates from the 
Rectorate Board, we find them difficult to deal with when implementing the 
decentralization at our school. Decentralization at CTU remains half-way and 
unrealistic.  
 
What this informant referring to in her reference to “half-way” and “unrealistic” is the 
requirement whereby only deans and heads are authorized by the Rector to sign certain 
types of administrative documents, whereas the vice-deans and vice-heads are not 
allowed.  This rigidity derives from governmental regulations.  Decentralization is said to 
be given to the subordinate divisions but remain limited and lack supporting resources in 
terms of finance, human resources, and physical facilities from the rectorate to ensure the 
success of decentralization.  
 
Indeed, centralization and decentralization at a university must be well coordinated as 
literature research shows that extreme centralization or decentralization may bring to 
unexpected outcomes (Jarzabkowski, 2002). Therefore, areas to be centralized and 
decentralized need to be taken into account. When asked about what areas needed to be 
centralized and decentralized at CTU, the Rector replied:  
In reality, the purpose of devolution is to promote management efficiency and 
enhance responsibility of senior and middle managers. Based upon such a concept, 
delegation should be conducted in diverse areas at CTU: in academic training, 
finance, research, personnel, and infrastructure. The important issue of delegation 
is to provide resources for implementation. Resources here include (i) human 
resources; (ii) infrastructure/physical facility; (iii) finance. These sources must be 
sufficiently provided to the subordinate schools/colleges/ administrative 
departments for their sustainable development. Resources should be allocated 
upon the institutional need and CTU’s priorities. 
 
The Rector did not state what to do to provide priority development at CTU. His primary 
concern was expressed as being to speed up the delegation process through diverse areas 
to the schools/colleges within CTU and he acknowledged that adequate resources must be 
provided to the subordinate units to ensure the success of this devolution. The resources 
available at CTU, however, as he noted, are never sufficient to satisfy the needs of CTU’s 
schools and colleges.  The devolution process launched by CTU’s Rector faces 
considerable challenges because many of the subordinate units in the University are not 
ready for devolution because they have become used to centralization and often appeared 
to be reluctant to bear additional heavy responsibilities. This situation raises a question the 
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Rector must then address: how can his subordinates be encouraged to see the benefits of 
devolution? 
 
5.6.2. Institutional Autonomy 
 
Due to a heavily centralized management system, institutional autonomy in Vietnam’s HE 
system is seriously restricted. The Rector was, however, optimistic about the CTU’s 
institutional autonomy:  
Autonomy needs to be closely tied with the University tasks. To implement such 
tasks, institutional leaders need to know what resources are available. At CTU, we 
have both visible (human beings, physical facilities, finance) and invisible 
resources (relationship, reputation). The degree of autonomy is regulated by the 
governmental decrees and in-line ministries’ regulations/guidance. Regarding 
financial and personnel autonomy, the most recent Decree No 43/2006 (which 
replaces Decree 10/2002) allows us to restructure ourselves and to utilize our own 
personnel and financial resources. The concern here is what to do and how to 
implement the autonomy given. Another issue is whether the rector would dare to 
bear responsibility or not. As I said before, when mentioning autonomy, you 
should know what resources you have so that so you can better deal with.  
 
Regarding autonomy in personnel, he noted:  
CTU has a certain degree of autonomy in personnel because the quota for staff 
recruitment is not so tight as before. It is, however, still unclear about the quota 
given by MOET and the Ministry of Internal Affairs, but we can recruit our own 
staff based upon our need. Thanks to a certain degree of financial autonomy given 
by MOET, we can make use of the budget freedom for staff recruitment. 
Therefore, I would say that CTU has freedom in finance, expenditure and even 
personnel.   
 
As for autonomy in curriculum, he remarked:  
Based upon the curriculum framework designed by MOET, we design our own 
curriculum details but it is likely that the common curriculum framework designed 
by MOET is diminishing because this framework is heavy and accounting for 
more than 70% of the total curriculum. In principle, HEIs can adjust the 
curriculum but this needs to be under the common framework designed and 
mandated by MOET. The concerned issue is that there are several unnecessary but 
compulsory subjects as regulated in the MOET’s curriculum framework. As I said 
before, the curriculum framework designed by MOET has received a serious 
setback from many HEIs. Of course, as you know, it is not easy for HEIs to escape 
from MOET’s umbrella. Actually, as indicated in the HE Charter 2003, the rector 
is entitled to have responsibility for approving and adjusting the curriculum based 
upon MOET’s curriculum framework. Due to its inexplicitness, HEIs just simply 
follow MOET’s curriculum for political safety.    
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The Party Secretary (who also holds a position as Vice-Rector) agreed with what the 
Rector said. He noted that, in comparison with Western countries, Vietnam’s university 
autonomy is still limited, but he strongly believed that full autonomy will be given soon to 
HEIs in Vietnam.  As he remarked:  
Generally speaking, financial autonomy at CTU is rather high. There are two types 
of budget allocated by the Government to CTU that we can deal with: (i) freedom 
to spend for expenditure and (ii) no freedom to spend for expenditure. The former 
one is regular expenditure (this amount is quite large) and the later one is capital 
expenditure (with smaller proportion). As acquired by the State, CTU must carry 
out the later to meet the national target programs. Therefore, CTU cannot transfer 
this budget for other purposes. Many people at CTU normally misunderstand this 
and complain that we do not have financial autonomy. In the near future, the 
Ministry of Finance will provide more financial autonomy to CTU, we then can 
have the right to spend up to VND 10 billion.       
 
With regard to autonomy in personnel and curriculum, he commented:  
Similar to the financial autonomy, the autonomy in personnel will be opened up 
soon. For the curriculum framework designed by MOET, I would say that it is 
inappropriate. I think this framework hinders academic freedom because this 
represents “subsidized knowledge” which does not relate to any social demands.     
  
One of the two former Rectors expressed a different viewpoint:  
If I say CTU lacks autonomy, MOET will respond: “Oh, no! You do have 
autonomy” because both sides (CTU and MOET) have their own rationales. Many 
people say a university should have at least 3 types of autonomy: (1) finance; (2) 
personnel; and (3) academic freedom. However, the order of such autonomy 
should be converse because the most fundamental principle of good university 
governance is academic freedom, followed by freedom in personnel and finance. 
Unfortunately, we are currently taking an opposite view by asking for financial 
autonomy first. I would say this is a misperception because if a university has 
academic freedom, it would have the right to decide the number of professors, 
associate professors, academic and administrative staff. Also, with academic 
freedom, we can decide what to teach and what to research. Based upon autonomy 
in curriculum and personnel, we would know how much money that we need. In 
Vietnam, academic freedom is limited, misinterpreted, and not well-placed.  
 
The other former Rector shared this viewpoint:  
To a certain extent, the Government has opened up financial autonomy to 
Vietnamese universities. However, there are two important types of autonomy 
being neglected: freedom in curriculum and personnel. If these two issues are 
ignored, the reform process will be very slow. I will give you a comparison: a 4-
year university curriculum in many Western countries ranges from 125 to 130 
credit points whereas in Vietnam (the curriculum framework itself), it comes up to 
250 study units (equivalent to 250 credit points). Ironically, our curriculum does 
not guarantee a high training quality in comparison to many other developed 
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nations. Even worse, Vietnam’s curriculum framework is designed for 10-year 
term without being updated. If so, what are the strengths of the curriculum 
framework as targeted by MOET? Specifically, the curriculum framework remains 
so much in detail that can be regarded as a compulsory syllabus for many 
specialized fields of study across the country such as informatics, electronics and 
bio-technology. In the era of knowledge-based learning, though, these areas of 
study need to be monthly updated.  
 
A third former Rector also had the same outlook:  
Autonomy is a must in any higher education context. Without self-governance, 
self-management, and competition, a university will lose itself. However, 
autonomy does not mean you can do whatever you like but follows a legislative 
framework, of which, autonomy should be closely linked with accountability, that 
is, the University Council is a supreme and safeguard body of the institution. 
Without proper supervision from the University Council, the Rector and Party 
Secretary may go too far for their personal interests and beneficial arrangement.        
 
5.6.3. Internal Governance Structure/ Establishment of University Council  
 
CTU is governed by a Rectorate Board, working within the framework of leadership 
provided by the Party Committee, and not by a university council.  According to its 
strategic plan, however, CTU will have a university council by 2015. It remains unclear, 
however, when and how this council will be established, what its roles will be, how it will 
maintain relationships with the Rectorate Board and the Party Committee, and whether it 
will have any overlapping roles with the Party Committee.   
 
Establishment of a governing board is a controversial issue within Vietnamese HEIs.  One 
former Rector remarked:  
If a university wants to have a reliable autonomy, it is extremely necessary to 
establish a university council that decides the institutional strategic plan which the 
Rectorate Board must follow. Unfortunately, in Vietnam, there are two parallel 
controlling systems, that is, the management by the Government and the 
leadership by the Communist Party. There is a big concern on the power shared 
between the Party Secretary and the Council Chairperson: who has more power? I 
will give you an example: what happens if the university council appoints 
someone to be a vice-rector but the Communist Party Committee says no? At that 
time, what should the chairperson do? There is no clear distinction at all and this is 
my biggest concern. If Vietnam’s HEIs just simply follow the Higher Education 
Charter 2003 to establish the university councils at their institutions, it turns out 
very dangerous as these councils can be controlled by the Rectorates and the Party 
Committees.      
  
Sharing a similar viewpoint, another former Rector commented:  
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As far as I know, of 360 universities and colleges in Vietnam, there are only 4-5 
universities establishing their university councils. However, these university 
councils are not the real ones. CTU is not an exception. It is obvious that there are 
considerable overlapping responsibilities and roles between the Party Committee 
and the University Council. In case of disagreement, whom should the rector 
follow: the party committee or the university council?   
 
Furthering this, he said: 
It is obvious that the Higher Education Charter does not distinguish and make 
clear these responsibilities and roles. In practice, institutional strategic plans are 
handled by the party committee, not by the university council. This means, the 
party committee has supreme power in personnel, organization, and other 
important strategic issues of the university. The rector is just in charge of day-to- 
day management and must follow the party committee’s resolution and directions. 
As far as I am concerned, there will not be any concrete answers for the 
establishment of university council because the rector cannot be under the control 
of two superiors: Party Secretary and Council Chairperson.     
 
and suggested possible solutions for this problem:  
The only solution for the establishment of university council would be as follows:  
the party committee needs to delegate some of their representatives to take part in 
the university council. At that time, the Higher Education Charter should regulate 
that the regular party committee members are also members of the university 
council and the Council Chairperson should be the Party Secretary. The remaining 
members will be representatives from noted scientists, academic staff, students, 
employers, and politicians. This might be the only solution for setting up the 
university council in Vietnam.  
 
Though having a different perspective on the roles and functions of a university council, 
the current Party Secretary of CTU supported the idea of establishing a council. He 
articulated: 
Although there are some overlapping functions between the party committee and 
the university council, each side has its own roles and responsibilities. The party 
committee takes a leadership role in strategic plan and other important issues. 
However, this leadership is seen only through general orientation. The party 
committee does not make decision on any concrete issues (except personnel 
matters). In our mechanism, decision-making in personnel matters also 
distinguishes the authority between the party committee/ party committee 
branches and the rector/ deans/ directors, namely, what issues are decided by the 
party committee/ party committee branches and what issues are decided by the 
rector/deans/directors. Therefore, we can see that rector/deans/directors have quite 
strong power. I will give you an example to illustrate the high power of the rector: 
in case of disagreement between the rector and the party committee, the rector has 
the right to appeal to MOET for their final decision. Furthermore, the current 
mechanism allows the rector to carry out his/her decision while waiting for 
MOET’s final solution. I think this mechanism does not limit but enhances the 
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power of the rector. In addition, there is another difference between the role of the 
party committee and the rector: the party secretary does not have an ultimate 
power in decision-making but the regular party committee members do. For day-
to-day management, the rector can decide by himself without referring to the party 
committee.  
 
The Party Secretary had a clear understanding of the different roles of a rector and a Party 
Secretary.  In reality, though, a Rector will generally try to avoid potential conflicts with 
the Party Secretary and other regular Party members for the sake of his or her political 
safety.  Nevertheless, the Party Secretary expressed his concern: 
So far, MOET has not regulated a clear working mechanism for the university 
council. That’s why we have not established our university council yet. To do it, 
there must be clear roles, functions, and responsibilities among the university 
council, the party committee, and the rectorate board. Furthermore, there must be a 
clear relationship among these three forces. If there are no clear-cut regulations, it 
is impossible to establish the university council.   
 
When asked whether he supported the establishment of university council at CTU, he 
replied:  
I personally support the establishment of the university council at CTU because 
the rector’s contemporary power remains too high. Since the rector is also a 
member of the university council, he can take the so-called collective command 
and individual accountability. Power and accountability must be hand-in-hand to 
ensure a proper working mechanism. Since the power of the rector is too high as 
mentioned, he can decide to invest billion of VND. What happens if this is a 
wrong investment? Therefore, the role of the university council is to decide such 
an important issue and the rector must follow the decision made by the university 
council.   
 
The Rector of CTU, however, is likely to hesitate to establish the university council at this 
point of time. As he said:  
To date, although we have not established our university council yet, we can still 
make our institutional strategic plan and it will soon be approved by MOET and 
the Prime Minister. As indicated in our strategic plan, the university council will 
be established by 2015, therefore, we should not worry about it.    
 
A Vice-Rector in charge of international cooperation expressed his viewpoint in a 
considered way:  
The current working mechanism (supreme leadership of the Communist Party 
Committee) suggests that no one can stand above the Party Committee. Therefore, 
establishing or not establishing university council is not a matter of concern. 
Nevertheless, it had better establish the university council because it can have a 
supervisory and advisory role over the rector. Once established, it can work like 
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Vietnam’s National Assembly as seen in our political system. I am pretty sure that 
once established, our university council will stand at number two (after the party 
committee). I know that both MOET and many Vietnam’s HEIs are aware of this 
hierarchical position because our political system is quite different from western 
countries. 
  
The issues surrounding the establishment of a university council are clearly quite 
complex.  The Rector wishes to use his utmost power to execute his policies, whereas the 
Party Secretary would like to establish the university council to share further control over 
the Rector.  Some former rectors at CTU, however, expressed neutral positions on the 
matter, stating all the same that there would need to be clear regulations, functions and 
responsibilities separating the roles of the party secretary, the council chairperson and the 
rector.  If these matters are not well resolved, the university council could well end up 
being a puppet under the control of both the Party Committee and the Rectorate Board.  
 
Several MMs were reluctant to express firm viewpoints on the mater because they were 
not clear about the issues relating to the establishment of a university council.  They 
appeared to be especially uncertain about how a distinction between governance 
(performance by a university council) and management (performed by a rector) could be 
drawn.    
 
The Vice-Rector (who is also Party Secretary) commented on positive changes made by 
the Rector. However, on the topic of rapid change, he commented:   
I agree that changes are good because new leaders normally have new ideas to 
change something. However, changing to the new things does not mean the old 
things are out-of-date. Why have the old things existed for ages? There should be 
some rationales for the existence of such old things. I have a feeling that the new 
Rector is too ambitious to do many things at the same time without proper 
preparation, leading to difficulties in implementation. Renovation must rely on the 
actual situation of an organization, namely, why to change, what to change, and 
how to change to achieve the outcomes. A leader must think in advance what 
advantages and impediments may arise before, during, and after changes in order 
to better cope with unexpected issues rather than waiting for the coming 
headaches.                
 
When asked about new changes introduced by the new Rector in line with the HE reform 
launched by MOET and the Central Government, a former Rector commented:  
I think what the new rector has done is on the right track because it is consistent 
with the HE reform process launched by the Government and MOET. However, as 
an independent observer, I think he should have a concrete plan to decide what can 
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be done first (with sufficient resources for implementation, of course). Based upon 
results obtained, he then proceeds to the next steps. Don’t do too many things at 
the same time because a hasty decision often comes to nothing. If he wants to have 
major changes at CTU, he must have a feasible plan and make a presentation to his 
subordinates in order to persuade them because those who implement his changes/ 
policies are middle managers, not the rector himself. Without support from the 
middle managers, the rector can do nothing.       
 
5.6.4. Quality Assurance  
 
As mandated by MOET, quality assurance (QA) must be done at the institutional level, 
and it includes both internal and external evaluation, based upon the Interim Regulations 
issued by MOET in late December 2004.  At CTU, these two processes were completed in 
2007. The official assessment results, however, have not yet been released. A former 
Rector commenting on the QA policy currently being implemented at CTU, remarked:  
Like many other HEIs in Vietnam, QA programs currently being implemented at 
CTU remain unauthentic and lack real QA culture. Criteria designed by MOET are 
out-of-date and are not in line with international standard.  
 
A Vice-Rector in charge of academic training and QA noted:  
My perspective is that the objective of QA is to improve ourselves rather than to 
rank. To enhance the quality, we try to improve the efficiency of our working 
processes and procedures. That means, we want to insert the culture of QA into 
what we have done. At present, at CTU, there is a dangerous misinterpretation that 
educational inspection and quality assurance are the same. If this misconception is 
still dominant, we may not be able to improve the quality.  
 
Regarding advantages for undertaking QA at CTU, several MMs agreed that there is a 
strong commitment from the Rectorate, together with external support from MOET’s 
Quality Assurance Department. The disadvantages, however, remained quite 
considerable. Most of respondents shared similar concerns to those voiced by one MM: 
Many university staff members lack experience or have no expertise in QA 
because this is quite new to them. We have difficulties in collecting systematic 
evidence for both internal and external assessment, for example, insufficient 
documents, including previous strategic plans, policies, regulations, etc. 
Furthermore, due to too much “tightly coupled” and centralized management at 
CTU for decades, the systematic data base has remained poor. In addition, 
university staff designated to take part in the evaluation process have not been 
provided with proper expertise training. In addition, all of them are randomly 
selected to do the QA work which leads to unexpected outcomes  
 
A MM from an administrative department pointed out a further concern when he stated 
that CTU seemed to be not ready to carry out QA at its institution because there was no 
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specialized team or department in charge of implementing the QA process. Another 
respondent expressed his concern on a serious lack of understanding about QA and 
adequate skills to implement the true process: 
The account of quantizing the workload of QA is not well paid attention to. The 
so-called “documented evidence” mandated by MOET appears not suitable in 
comparison with the irrelevant criteria and standards as designed by MOET.  
Furthermore, shortfalls have been recognized from the QA at CTU but no proper 
measures and follow- up improvements are taken into account.    
 
Importantly, most of the respondents from academic divisions reported that many of them 
(lecturers, administrators, and students) still did not understand about QA. In their 
opinions, it was likely that this implementation movement was highly mandated and 
carried out at a specific point of time and flatted down then because the University lacks 
follow-up activities to improve institutional weaknesses.  Also, both internal and external 
assessment processes on QA remained subjective and biased owing to assessors’ personal 
feelings rather than on rational ones. One MM from a college raised her particular 
concern on this issue:  
QA is not regularly implemented at CTU. It results in the form of external 
compulsoriness rather than from our actual willingness. As a result, this process 
needs to be systematically done through pointing out institutional 
impediments/shortfalls first and improvement then. The so-called formula “plan- 
do-check- action/ adjust” needs to be well articulated to ensure the success of QA 
implementation.  
 
5.6.5. Financial Constraints  
 
CTU is funded directly by MOET, via MOF.  The basic budget sources of the State via 
MOET flowing to CTU are: (i) operational fees; (ii) research fees (very small amount); 
and (iii) construction/infrastructure fees. These sources, however, are insufficient because 
they only account for around 30-40% of total expenditure of the university. To sustain its 
operation, CTU must seek other funding resources, for instance, tuition fees (which 
accounts for around 40% of the total fund); services to society; and commercialization of 
its research outcomes. It is of note that approximately 20% of CTU’s budget comes from 
international donation and collaboration. This is a significant distinction of CTU to other 
HEIs in Vietnam.  
 
Commenting on the shortage of budget, a MM of an administrative department 
highlighted:  
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If the minimum salary provided by the State increased up to only VND 
540,000/person ($USD 40) from January 1st 2008 onwards, tuition fees charged 
from regular students remain just enough for 1,200 regular staff’s salaries. 
Therefore, other increases in business allowances and other expenses will be 
largely deducted. Unfortunately, market prices are speeding up and no one can live 
on his/her basic salaries. 
  
As a consequence, he suggested raising tuition fees to both on and off-campus students to 
balance the institutional expenditure as a form of sustaining CTU’s operation. If not, after 
2008, there might be a possibility that CTU will be bankrupted. His expectation is too far 
below the practice because even MOET does not have the right to increase tuition fees. 
 
Like many other Vietnam’s HEIs, one of the easiest ways to generate more income and 
improve the university staff’s lives is to expand in-service training. Expansion of this type 
of training, however, brings negative outcomes to the quality of teaching and research 
because too much teaching at off-campus centers will distort the effort of HE reform in 
research and teaching. This is a direct trade-off phenomenon as noted by Chapman and 
Austin (2002).   
 
As regulated by MOET, CTU is encouraged to design its own financial handbook so that 
it can spend money allocated and income generated in consistent with MOF’s  
regulations. As a result, CTU has designed its own financial hand book and put into use 
since 2006. This handbook, however, does not provide an appropriate proportion for 
university expenditure as remarked by several MMs:  
The current handbook does not fully meet institutional financial requirement and 
should be periodically adjusted. One of the basic reasons for this negative 
assessment is the low flat rate for a particular expenditure item. For example, if a 
staff is dispatched for his/her business trip to Ho Chi Minh City or Hanoi, he/she 
receives only VND 45,000/ day (# less than USD 3.0) for daily allowances 
(accommodation charge is excluded though it appears modest). Living expenses in 
these two biggest cities, however, are quite expensive. Therefore, no one is willing 
to take business trips because they have to spend their own money. If forced to go, 
several of them will cheat the regulations by claiming that they have longer 
business days than usual so they get more allowances.  
 
Recognizing the shortfall of this handbook, CTU is undertaking some adjustments with 
the hope to better meet the expenditure requirement.  Unfortunately, since CTU just has a 
fixed amount of budget, if it decides to increase this type of expenditure, it has to decrease 
the others to balance the “budget cake” within the institution. When asked, most 
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respondents complained about the inappropriate proportions on flat rate on teaching 
hours, income, value-added income, teaching policy, allowances, and so on, as these are 
quite low in comparison with other universities in Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh City.    
 
Importantly, since this handbook does not prescribe any particular articles to pay higher 
salary for capable staff and less salary for incapable ones, no one wants to try his/her best 
because he/she does not have any incentives to do so.  
 
One MM from an administrative department commented on the internal financial hand 
book at CTU:   
The major concern of this handbook does not lie in the fact how much money we 
allocate for this or for that but what to do and how to do to increase the budget for 
the university. If the “budget cake” is not expanded, our university staff’s income 
will be the same as before and there will not be any changes.  
 
Therefore, it seems that CTU is losing its way when designing and modifying its internal 
financial handbook. What CTU needs to do is to find out proper ways to raise financial 
resources for its sustainable development rather than on how to share the cake to make it 
equal. Reality shows that in Vietnam, equality is something relative and hard to obtain. 
Without proper policies from the rectorate board, a certain numbers of its staff will resign 
and join other universities/ work outside for higher incomes.  
 
Financial constraints also come from MOF’s strict regulations on expenditure. As 
regulated, for example, Vietnam’s HEIs cannot spend more than VND$ 100 million 
(around USD$ 5,700). If CTU wishes to spend more, it must seek approval from MOET 
and in-line ministries.  
 
Although heavily faced with financial shortage, CTU is very optimistic about the financial 
support from the State. It hopes to receive VND 3,100 billion (accounting for 52.5%) out 
of its total estimated VND 5,900 billion for the implementation of its strategic plan to 
2020. It also expects to generate VND 1,800 billion (accounting for 30.5%) from its 
services, contracts, research, know-how transfer; 500 billion VND from international and 
domestic donation (accounting for 8.5%) and VND 500 billion (accounting for 8.5%) 
from other sources. These figures are definitely unrealistic and imaginary.  
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Regarding budget for research, in the last few years, the budget for research activities 
under CTU’s direct management has had limited increase only by 1.2% (in 2000: VND $ 
420 million # USD$26,250; in 2003: VND$ 510 million # USD $ 31,875) (CTU’s 
Strategic Plan, 2006). On average, the budget personnel ratio remains very low, leading to 
huge difficulty and negative impact on the quantity, quality, and progress of CTU’s 
research projects. Other expenditures on scientific research largely depend on its 
international partners and state budget allocation. These greatly constrain CTU’s research 
outcome. Most respondents shared their similar ideas when being asked about financial 
pressures that CTU has to face with.  
 
5.6.6. Shift Towards Credit-Based Learning System  
 
As stipulated by MOET, CTU is shifting from a year-based learning system to a 
thoroughly credit-based learning system. Actually, a credit-based learning system has 
been introduced at CTU since 1998 but it has blended with the year-based system to cope 
with the curriculum framework designed by MOET. In accordance with the Decision No 
43/2007/QD-BGDDT dated August 15th 2007 by MOET, the Rector expresses his strong 
commitment in putting a thoroughly credit based learning system into practice. Due to the 
fact that it is one of the seven crucial steps in modernizing HE period 2006-2020 launched 
by the Government and MOET, since the school year 2007-2008, all Vietnam’s HEIs 
have been requested to shift from year-based learning to credit-based learning system at 
their institutions and this process is expected to complete by 2010. The basic reason for 
applying credit-based learning is that it allows learners proactively design their own study 
schedule which suits their abilities. Not so many people, both at MOET and CTU, 
however, thoroughly understand the meaning of credit-based learning. As a former 
Rector, expressed his ideas:  
The concern here is what is a thoroughly credit-based learning system? In 
Vietnam, this matter is confusing, leading to misinterpretation. Therefore, how to 
identify credit-based system is urgent.  
 
Furthering this, he provided some technical features of credit-based learning system 
because many people both at MOET and CTU generally misinterpret:  
One of the most important aspects about the credit-based learning system is the 
study time allocation, which is equivalent to a credit at the university and self-
study time at home/library. For example, if we identify that 15 learning periods 
(one period #45 minutes) are equivalent to one credit, students must consequently 
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take another 15 learning periods at home/library. Self-study must be represented 
through students’ homework/assignments. This means the first 15 learning periods 
must be taught at school and the remaining 15 learning periods must be reserved 
for students’self-study. This is what we call “a thoroughly credit-based learning 
system”. A good lecturer will be able to manage his/her teaching in a shorter 
period (through active learning methods) but a less capable one will be in trouble 
because he/she has already got accustomed the existing learning period system. 
One of the most distinguished features of credit-based learning system is that it 
must be transferable across faculties within a university.  
 
Unfortunately, due to the curriculum framework mandated by MOET, it is hard for 
universities to design by themselves appropriate blocks/modules to obtain the credit-based 
transferability. This means the curriculum framework designed by MOET is contrary to 
the credit-based learning system that is currently being encouraged by MOET. In addition 
this former Rector noted the overlapping regulation from MOET that students are also 
required to study Marxism-Leninism and Ho Chi Minh’s Thoughts for their final 
graduation exams though they had already taken these subjects before. If so, there is no 
way to record their credits. Therefore, the shortfall to implement the credit-based learning 
system, as he said, comes from MOET, not from CTU itself.  
 
For the implementation of thoroughly credit-based learning system at CTU, he 
commented:  
CTU is quite capable of implementing a thoroughly credit-based learning system 
because it is an authentic comprehensive university (different from two national 
universities and three regional universities in Vietnam in terms of structure and 
organization), in which credit points can be easily transferred within its institution. 
The concern here is proper preparation for its implementation, that is, CTU should 
know in-advance what difficulties are ahead when shifting from a year-based 
learning to a credit-based learning system to ensure the success of implementation. 
Without proper preparation, the results will end up with nothing. 
 
Many MMs also complained about the implementation of credit-based system learning. 
They said that it was necessary to implement it but this needs to be done with care. 
Several of them shared their similar opinions:  
Credit-based learning is an advanced system that needs to be deployed. However, 
the current circumstances in Vietnam and at CTU show that there are huge 
impediments ahead when putting it into practice. That is, there are shortages in 
physical facilities, IT support, equipments, teaching and learning materials, 
seminar and lecture rooms. In addition, there are a lot of obstacles in transferring 
the curriculum from school year based to credit-based system, for example, 
disciplinary conversion, study time, etc. More importantly, a large number of both 
lecturers (especially the middle and old aged) and students (especially the 
 120
averaged and the less performed ones) are not ready for this new type of learning 
because they have already got used to passive teaching and learning methods for 
many years. Worse enough, they do not even know what credit-based learning is.  
 
One MM from an administrative department expressed his concern when implementing 
credit-based system owing to the shortage of budget to pay for teaching staff, purchasing 
teaching and learning materials, and building more physical facilities. These types of 
work require a lot of effort, energy, time, and finance. Unfortunately, CTU never has 
sufficient resources for the implementation of a “thoroughly” credit-based learning system 
as stipulated by MOET and the rector.     
 
Another MM from an administrative department added one more viewpoint, that is, it is 
necessary to re-consider the purpose of credit-based learning to make it systematic across 
HEIs in the nation. Credit points, in essence, must be accumulated and transferable. They 
remain, however, largely isolated in Vietnam’s HEIs. One more concern is that credit 
points must be constructed upon the curriculum framework designed and mandated by 
MOET (Decision 43/2007, section 2, article 2). That means that a unique discipline is 
applied for all HEIs, including Maxism-Leninism and Ho Chi Minh’s Thoughts, together 
with the subjects of National Defence, History of Vietnamese Communist Party, and 
Political Economics of Maxism-Leninism. Actually, the learning content remains largely 
the same, and the difference is that the credit point is calculated whereas the year-based 
learning is not.   
 
Having different views with the above MMs, a Vice-Rector in-charge-of registrar/ 
academic training, was optimistic about the implementation of credit-based system at 
CTU: 
We have several merits to carry out the credit-based system. One of the typical 
advantages is that we have more young and dynamic teaching staff who graduated 
abroad. They are those who can apply what they have learnt overseas to contribute 
to the shift of credit points and active teaching methods to CTU. With the credit-
based system, they will have more freedom and more time to focus on the 
renovation of teaching methodology. At the Rectorate level, we can supervise our 
lecturers via disciplinary assessment sheets and teaching-learning process 
evaluation. The new thing is that student outcomes are not totally based on the 
final exams as before but on group and individual assignments, mid-term exams, 
and students’ active participation.  
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When asked about the shortage of physical facilities for credit-based system and active 
teaching methodology, he replied:  
We need to avoid some extreme thoughts on the difficulties of implementation of 
credit-based learning and renovation of teaching methodology. It is not necessarily 
to use specialized rooms, LCDs, or power point in active teaching method because 
lecturers can combine several teaching methodologies in their lectures. The 
concern is the art of teaching.  
 
The art of teaching, though, depends very much on individual lecturers’ competency and 
professional experience. Statistics from CTU’s strategic plan 2006 shows that around half 
of CTU’s teaching staff members hold bachelor degrees. Many middle and old aged 
lecturers, on the other hand, are not used to credit-based system and resist renovation of 
teaching methodologies. Without careful preparation, the outcome turns out limited. The 
Vice-Rector acknowledged this but he still insisted:  
Previously, we did not mandate our staff to change as we thought that it was hard 
to do it. From now on, however, if we force them to do, they will follow because if 
they do not, they will be kept away.  
 
This Vice-Rector seems to forget one important point: changes stimulated by the Rector 
do not go well with adequate incomes for university staff. Furthermore, no one is sacked 
due to his/her poor performance due to the current governmental regulation on working 
mechanism. If the Rectorate can determine this matter, it should stipulate an explicit 
regulation: if an individual does not meet the target set by the University, he/she will be 
fired. Unfortunately, it is the State who pays the permanent staff, not the University.    
 
5.7. Concluding Remarks  
 
This chapter has provided a case study of CTU with respect to how it is engaging with the 
process of national higher education reform. The key issues presented in the chapter - 
centralization, institutional autonomy, international governance structure, quality 
assurance, and financial constraints – are related to both the main purpose and themes of 
thesis, as discussed in chapter 4. This case study suggests that HE governance reform at 
CTU is a complex process, especially the issue of decentralization, with considerable 
tensions within its multiple levels, limited institutional autonomy, and inadequate 
resources. The next chapter provides a case study of Hue University. 
 
  
 122
CHAPTER VI 
 
  CASE STUDY OF HUE UNIVERSITY 
 
6.1. Brief History 
Hue University (HU), which was established in 1957 at a time when Vietnam had 
relatively few HEIs, has a history that is not uncharacteristic of many large universities in 
Vietnam. When it was established, it had five faculties – Teacher Training, Science, 
Letters, Law and Medicine, together with a few additional specialist training centers.  
After 1975, when HE in Vietnam was being reconstructed along Soviet lines, the 
University was broken up into five independent universities, based on the foundation 
faculties. By the early 1990s, disillusionment with the Soviet model had become 
widespread, and Government policy soon changed in favor of the establishment of large, 
comprehensive universities.  In 1994, the Prime Minister, Vo Van Kiet, issued Decree 
30/CP which provided for the merging of existing universities in Hue, and thus for the re-
establishment of HU.   
6.2. Organization and Structure  
 
Organizationally, HU functions at two levels. At the first level is the University 
administration, which is responsible for the general management of the University, and 
which, through the Office of the President, has the legal right to use the seals of the 
University and to operate a bank account for the University as a whole.  There are also 
Vice-Presidents, and the Minister of Education and Training appoints both the President 
and the Vice-Presidents. A President’s Board has overall responsibility for the governance 
and management of the University.   
 
At the second level are the member universities (there are nine of these – see Appendix 
G), together with a range of specialized Centers and a number of Administrative 
Divisions. Each member university has its own Rector, appointed by the Minister of  
Education and Training.  Within each of these entities, a Rector’s Board is responsible for 
governance and management. A Rector’s Board must comply with the HU's Charter, 
which requires the Board to exercise responsibility for a training plan and related policies, 
scientific research and international cooperation, personnel management, academic 
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activities and affairs, the management of scientific research, international cooperation, 
and the management of finance and physical facilities. Rectors are responsible for 
managing an allocated budget, together with the staff, facilities and capital infrastructure 
of the member universities.  Within each member university, Deans have responsibility 
for the management of constituent Faculties, and, within these, there are Departments, 
each with its own Head.  Within Faculties and Departments, there are also governance 
boards.   
 
It is noteworthy that in HU’s description in English of its organizational structure there is 
no reference to the term “member university”.  Instead, the term, “college”, is used.  This 
choice of terminology is intended to avoid ambiguity when comparing HU with 
comprehensive universities in Western countries.  In Vietnamese, however, colleges are 
more accurately referred to as “member universities” because they are independent in the 
sense that they have their own bank accounts and may use their own seals.   
 
It is also important to note the important role played by the Party. At all levels of 
governance within HU, the Party exercises a controlling influence. Rectorate boards, for 
example, are all strongly controlled by the Party.  Thus, while Rectors, Deans and Heads 
may appear to have significant authority, in practice it is the Secretaries of the various 
Party branches that exercise much of the control.  
 
6.3. Staff, Students and Training 
HU educates students at undergraduate and postgraduate levels.  In addition, it undertakes 
scientific research and it seeks to apply science and technology to support the construction 
and development of Vietnam generally, and of the Central and Western Highlands of 
Vietnam in particular.   
In 2007, the University had 2,800 staff members, 2,000 of whom held permanent 
appointments.  It employed over 1,700 lecturers, including 100 professors and associate 
professors, and 520 senior lecturers.  A little over 300 members of academic staff had 
PhD qualifications, and as many as 650 academic staff has master’s-level qualifications.  
The University had approximately 23,000 full-time undergraduate students, 22,000 in-
service students, and 45,000 distance-education students. The curriculum covered 90 
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major areas of study. There were approximately 2,000 students pursuing master’s degrees, 
across 61 major areas of study, and there were 100 doctoral candidates and 33 candidates 
pursuing medical specializations. In addition, the secondary vocational section of HU had 
2,000 students, and the secondary section had 500 gifted students who were being trained 
to become excellent university students. Students attending HU come from across 
Vietnam, though most come from the area of the Central and Western Highlands.  About 
150 students came from Laos.  
To expand its training programs, HU has encouraged joint education programs with 
overseas universities. It has collaboration agreements with, for example, Virginia 
Technology University (USA), Monash University (Australia), the AIT (Thailand), Krem 
University (Austria), Rennes University (France), Quebec University (Canada) and 
Okayama University (Japan).  It also receives training support in specialized areas from 
the Federal Republic of Germany and Switzerland. These arrangements are valued 
because they contribute greatly to the upgrading of the quality of the curriculum.  They 
also provide opportunities for members of academic staff to improve their professional 
knowledge and foreign language proficiency.   
6.4. Scientific Research and Technological Transfer 
 
HU is strengthening its basic research capacity by focusing on a number of specific 
research projects of strategic importance to the University and its region. The projects 
include: methods of extracting glucosamine from shrimp shells, the biological diversity of 
mangrove forests in the Binh Tri Thien area, the identification of plants that can endure 
heat and drought in the Thua Thien Hue area, and the development of molecule genes to 
produce plant breeds of high economic value in some Central Highland provinces. HU has 
also established several high-technology centers, including the Gamma Operation Center 
(the first center in Vietnam to apply this technique to treat patients with fatal diseases), the 
Center for Rural Development (which produces plans to help farmers to increase 
agricultural yields, alleviate poverty and prevent starvation), and the Center of 
Environmental Resources and Biological Technology.  
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6.5. Key Themes for Investigation   
 
6.5.1. Centralization  
 
As is the situation more broadly, HU reports to both MOET and the Party. In this respect, 
the University operates in an environment in which decision-making authority remains 
highly centralized. Though the President’s Board is supposed to be responsible for all of 
the professional and administrative affairs of the University, in practice it must report 
directly to MOET regarding the exercise of this responsibility.  It must also respond to the 
leadership provided to it by the Party.  To this end, it must, for example, report to the local 
municipal authority on various matters, and especially on matters relating to personnel 
and development issues.  Management of the University requires, therefore, an ability to 
be able to balance the need to make decisions at the institutional level with the need to 
respond to the policies and priorities of MOET and of the Party. Management of the 
University also requires an ability to determine appropriately which responsibilities must 
be exercised at the level of the President’s Board and which responsibilities can be left for 
decision making by Rectors’ Boards. The Vice-President of the University described this 
situation as follows:  
Due to our peculiar organizational structure, we have to combine both centralized 
and decentralized management at HU and our university members. To deal with it, 
for instance, we come to a conclusion that there should be centralized 
undergraduate and graduate exams at HU’s level. Another issue is to consider 
which tasks HU can do and which tasks our university members can better do. At 
HU level, we are in charge of coordinating lecturers of basic sciences for the 
whole University. Other affairs such as undergraduate and postgraduate training, 
depending on specific management, will be decentralized to our university 
members. However, if we see that a certain task should be handled at HU’s level, 
we will do it. That means we try to balance between centralization and 
decentralization.  
 
The Rector of the University of Agriculture and Forestry, one of HU’s Member 
Universities, saw the situation a little differently. He was not happy at the extent of 
decentralization within the University. As he remarked:  
Like many other member universities, HU gives us some certain devolution tasks 
in the areas of personnel, finance, teaching, and infrastructure. However, the 
authorities that we have are quite limited. In addition, we receive just a little 
financial support from HU. Regardless of difficulties, we still try our best, but it 
seems that it is too hard for us to survive if this situation continues.    
 
Referring to the desirability of more decentralization within the University, he continued:  
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One really bad thing at our University is that we have to contribute 10% of tuition 
fees to our “mother” university. Even worse, we have to compensate for the loss of 
30% of tuition fees for poor and merit-based students. It is regulated by the 
Central Government that universities must reduce or exempt from tuition fees for 
students in need and students from family members who took part in the war 
against America [merit-based families]. Unfortunately, students currently studying 
at our University [the University of Agriculture and Forestry] are mainly from 
rural and remote areas whose families are the poorest in Vietnam. Students from 
rich families are normally from big cities and their interests are medicine, finance, 
economics or IT . . . not agriculture! 
 
Within the Member Universities, delegation to Faculties and Departments also appeared 
to be very limited.  One MM from the University of Economics, reported, for example, 
that:  
Decentralization and relationship between university members and HU may vary 
depending upon individual university characteristics. Since my University is rather 
small and was established in 2002 on the basis of the Faculty of Economics, it is 
centrally controlled. As a result, the decentralization from the Rectorate to my 
Faculty remains modest. Roles and responsibilities among the university-member 
faculties and departments are not clearly defined. Let me take the budget 
management as an example. The Department of Finance of my University (on 
behalf of the Rectorate) controls all financial activities. We (at Faculty level) 
receive no budget allocated from the University. Whenever we want to spend 
something, we have to make a proposal and send it to the Rectorate for approval. 
That is, a Dean like me has no authority to decide on expenditure, but the Rector 
does. The area of personnel is similar, too. The Rectorate Board and the 
University’s Department of Personnel are the ones having final decision on 
recruited staff members for my Faculty. As a Dean, I am just only able to 
comment on the employee’s academic performance.    
 
A MM from the University of Science expressed a similar viewpoint:  
As a middle manager, I do not see any delegation from the University to my 
Faculty. For example, to assess and approve scientific research topics, HU requires 
the university members to submit the proposals to it. After that, HU organizes a 
meeting with the participation of HU’s Department of Scientific Research, HU’s 
Committee of Agriculture-Biology-Medicine, and my University’s Committee of 
Scientific Research. The problem here is that there are too many members of HU’s 
Research Committee and of my University’s Committee. Unfortunately, very few 
of them specialize in the field of biotechnology. I would say so because my 
University’s Research Committee includes the Rectorate, Director of Department 
of Scientific Research, the Dean, and two scientists. In total, there are only two 
real scientists out of 20 members of HU’s Research Committee. You know what 
happens to such a committee.     
 
This interviewee commented also on the process whereby the Rector approves the 
completion of scientific research commitments.  He commented that the secretary of the 
 127
research committee for the University of Science had limited knowledge of specialized 
areas, yet this person was a key adviser to the Rector. His concern was the lack of 
effective decentralization to the Faculty level. He noted also a problem in personnel 
recruitment, where members of the University’s recruitment committee included the Dean 
of the Faculty, but this person was considered to have almost no voice in determining 
whether a new staff member was appointed.  
  
Regarding decentralization within the University, he was satisfied that HU did 
decentralize important decisions to its constituent University Members, but this MM 
considered that decentralization from his University Member to his Faculty was extremely 
limited.  He observed, for example, that there was a clear understanding that HU had 
responsibility for all key ministerial research topics, whereas Member universities had 
responsibility for all other ordinary research topics. He noted also that, though Member 
Universities had to contribute a certain percentage to the maintenance of HU, they each 
had their own budgets that they were able to self-manage.  His concern was more that: “I 
do not see any feedback from the University [Member] to the Faculty”. 
HU has acknowledged the rigidity of centralized control and the importance of 
decentralizing decision-making authority within the University.  In its strategic plan for 
the period from 2006-2015 and vision to 2020 issued in 2006, it states the need to 
renovate and improve its organizational structure and management by “improving and 
renovating the organizational structure of the university to become lean and effective” 
(HU, 2006:35).  The strategic plan also identifies the need for reform in the key related 
areas of “Reinforcing Organization and Improving Effectiveness of the Management 
System” (ibid:40), “Institutional and Policy Improvement” (ibid:41), and “Funding 
Sources Development” (ibid:44). Different priority areas are identified. One of these is “to 
reinforce organization and improving effectiveness of the management system” by 
“reviewing and rearranging the organizational structure and system to increase profession 
of functional sections and build a capable managerial staff adequate to their positions and 
function of a key regional university”. How this rearrangement to be implemented is, 
however, not addressed.  The strategic plan also states that it is necessary to “reorganize 
the university, its member universities, faculties, and departments to be strong and 
effective” (ibid: 41), but how this reorganization is intended to happen is not explained, 
and it is never made clear whose responsibility it is to ensure that it does happen.  
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HU also recognizes the need for decentralization of decision-making authority to it by the 
State. For example, it identifies the need for it to be able to “further apply national 
policies and institutions relevantly to concrete conditions in order to best suit development 
of the university, especially self-control and accountability” (ibid: 41).  The issue here is 
how to apply national policies and institutions relevant to the concrete conditions of HU 
“to best suit the development of the university”.  It is important that HU is trying “to set 
up a standard legitimate procedure for activities related to cooperation, contract, building, 
publication, reward and discipline, etc” (ibid:41) together with “standard regulations 
involving training, research, consulting, and other professional activities for teaching staff 
and students; formalities, procedures of academic title recognition, professional 
qualifications, selection, appointment, dismissal of professional and management posts” 
(ibid:42).  For political reasons, however, HU may not go beyond key MOET policies, 
such as in relation to curriculum frameworks, and it must comply with all guidelines 
issued by the Party and the State.  
 
6.5.2. Institutional Autonomy  
Institutional autonomy at HU is limited. It is difficult to establish clearly, however, how 
much autonomy the University actually has.  In responding to a question about this issue, 
the Vice-President of HU could not directly confirm whether HU had a high or a low level 
of autonomy. He was able to say only that HU and its member universities have budgetary 
freedom and are free to manage their expenditure. He also reported, however, that a 
regulation issued by MOF required HU to obtain permission from MOET for expenditures 
of more than 100 million VND (approximately USD $5,700).   
A former President of HU provided more detail about the implications of this MOF’s  
regulation. He reported:    
I think the level of autonomy at HU is not good enough because our status is equal 
to many other normal universities in Vietnam. Financially speaking, as regulated 
by the Ministry of Finance, we are classified as “the second class budget unit” 
(similar to CTU) and our member universities are therefore downgraded to the 
third class. This is really unfair for a large and comprehensive university like HU. 
For example, whenever we need to spend 100 million VND, we have to make 
proposal and submit it to MOET for approval. A rector from my member 
university said that with such an irrelevant regulation, his university could do 
nothing because 100 million VND was just enough for building a good toilet! 
MOET did recognize this unusual regulation but they could do nothing neither 
because this is the regulation of the Ministry of Finance.   
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As for autonomy in teaching/training, he noted that there seemed to be more openness 
from MOET.  He cited the example of HU being able to issue master’s and doctoral 
degrees. However, he said that HU was in “half-way” autonomy because the Department 
of Post Graduates at MOET seemed to be very conservative and appeared not to trust 
HEIs in terms of being able to grant doctoral awards. Also, like all Vietnamese 
universities, HU was required to follow curriculum frameworks approved by MOET. It 
was also observed that HU had to obtain MOET approval for the establishment of all new 
training programs, and that MOET also determined the quota of students admitted to and 
staff recruited by HU.   
 
In order to increase institutional autonomy for HU, the former President suggested:  
Vietnamese universities should be classified into two classes: the key and non-key 
HEIs. With the key ones, MOET should provide them with sufficient autonomy so 
that they can have more freedom to self-manage. With the non-key institutions, 
MOET should keep their eyes on the quality and not to give them high level of 
autonomy at once because it turns out risky by doing so. Basically, I think we 
[HU] will be given more autonomy in the future.       
 
Autonomy is effective if it is ensured by accountability to the university council.  It is of 
note that HU does not currently have a university council.  
 
6.5.3. Internal Governance Structure  
 
6.5.3.1. Organizational Structure  
 
There was widespread agreement across most interviewees from HU that it was not easy 
to govern and manage HU because of the complexity of the University’s organizational 
structure.  As a former President of HU noted:  
Since we are a regional university with seven university members and one college, 
it is not easy for us to govern and manage our university in a proper way – in other 
words – to make it a well-oiled machine.  The reason is that some of our member 
universities are even larger and stronger than some independent universities 
belonging to MOET. As a result, our member universities felt uneasy and 
uncomfortable when being merged and controlled by HU. After being merged to 
HU in 1994, many our university members felt that their status is downgraded, 
especially with some strong independent universities. As you know, the University 
of Pedagogy, University of Medicine, and University of Science used to be very 
strong and have long tradition in the middle part of Vietnam. The University of 
Medicine was also on the top three medical HEIs in Vietnam. Previously, they 
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were only under the management of MOET. They are now, however, under the 
control of both HU and MOET. We have only one neck but two nooses.  
 
This unusual system resulted in visible barriers. As the former President of HU continued: 
One of the biggest challenges of HU in terms of structural management is the 
unequal status between our member universities and other independent 
universities which are directly under the management of MOET. They are smaller 
than us but obtaining higher status and receiving better investment from the State 
than we do.   
 
Indeed, although classified as a regional university, HU’s status is quite different from Da 
Nang and Thai Nguyen University, two other regional universities in Vietnam.  Da Nang 
University was originally established on the basis of a core institution, the University of 
Polytechnic, which had diversified and expanded to become the multi-disciplinary Da 
Nang University.  Thai Nguyen University developed in a similar way to similar to Da 
Nang University. For both of these universities, therefore, governance was much less 
complicated to establish than has been the case at HU. Both the Vice-President and a 
former President of HU shared similar concerns in this regard.  As the former President 
stated: 
Due to such an irrelevant political decision, we have to face huge challenges. The 
biggest loss for member universities is that they cannot be proactive like many 
other independent universities and university members belong to the Vietnam’s 
National Universities.  Nuisances and barriers are not only seen from HU side but 
also from our member universities.   
 
To illustrate why HU’s member universities are struggling with obstacles, the former 
President explained that the current two Vietnam’s National Universities in Hanoi and Ho 
Chi Minh City were not under the control of MOET but of the Central Cabinet, whereas 
HU was under direct control by MOET.  With such high status, the two National 
Universities were given more power than HU, a regional university.  The former President 
added:   
It is evident that the member universities of the two national universities in Hanoi 
and Ho Chi Minh City obtain much higher status and feel much more comfortable 
than we are because they just simply submit their strategic plans (including 
personnel and budget) to the National Universities (equivalent to MOET) for 
approval while our member universities have to submit to us, and HU submits 
again to MOET for approval. With our current seven affiliated member 
universities, we have to divide our budget seven times for seven member 
universities! Our institutional budget is therefore largely downsized and we are 
unable to sustain ourselves.  
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This situation created dilemmas for HU. The former President stated:  
Compared with Da Nang, Thai Nguyen and Vietnam’s two national universities, it 
is evident that HU is in a huge dilemma. On one hand, we must maintain our 
operation at the HU level. On the other hand, we must enhance efficiency at our 
member universities, which means finding appropriate coordination of sharing 
power between HU and our member universities. That is, we must seek balance 
between centralized and decentralized management in terms of budget, personnel, 
training, research, and infrastructure for ourselves and our member universities. 
Unfortunately, since we are directly under the control of MOET, it is hard for us 
because we cannot do anything beyond the umbrella originally set by MOET.  
 
Another issue mentioned by the former President was the ambiguity and complexity of 
Vietnam’s HE Charter 2003 in terms of the way it addresses national universities, 
universities, and member universities (in Vietnamese term).  He recalled that, although he 
had been invited to take part in composing the Charter, he and many others were still 
unclear how to position and address these types of universities in a proper way.  As he 
pointed out: 
It is very confusing for me and other members to define HEIs in Vietnam. Having 
read the HE Charter of 2003, you will see that the university system in Vietnam, 
respectively, includes national universities (dai hoc quoc gia), regional universities 
(dai hoc vung), university members (truong dai hoc thanh vien), and universities 
(truong dai hoc). We are a regional university but our status is similar to other 
independent universities in Vietnam. Since amalgamation, our member 
universities (which used to be very strong) have downgraded their status in 
comparison with similar universities in the country. If rectors of our member 
universities ask me (President of HU) why, I do not know how to answer. 
Therefore, I myself (former President of HU) and rectors of member universities 
agreed that we tried to co-ordinate our institutional governance and management 
within our capacity.  
 
HU has not been receiving any policy support from the Central Government or from 
MOET aimed at resolving its unsystematic structural organization.  The former President 
continued:  
I think if the Central Government wishes to establish a regional university, they 
should take a core university (like the Polytechnic University of Da Nang 
University) as a key institution, then expand and diversify it to be a multi-
disciplinary university rather than merging several strong and independent 
universities like our case. I could understand how uncomfortable our member 
universities felt. To deal with it, I just simply tried to encourage them to do their 
best to ensure our responsibilities to MOET.  It would be great if we were 
upgraded to be equal to the national universities.   
 
 The Rector of the University of Agriculture and Forestry explained further that:  
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Unlike CTU, which directly belongs to MOET, my university belongs to HU. 
Each member university has its own distinctive legacy/jurisdiction, together with 
its own legal bank account and official business stamp. As you may know, there 
are five management levels: MOET- HU – Member Universities – Faculties – 
Departments. The relationship between HU and its member universities, including 
our university, remains quite complex (hard to manage) and it is necessary to have 
an official assessment of this operational model.  
 
The rigid system of HU’s governance is articulated through perspectives of a MM of the 
University of Sciences:  
I would say that HU’s governance and management system is unsystematic and 
rigid. My university is an example. My faculty remains passive to the [member] 
university and the [member] university again stays passive to HU. Everywhere, I 
can see bureaucratic, stereotype and ineffective administration.   
    
Although recognizing this unusual structural organization, MOET has done nothing to 
improve HU’s internal governance structure.  The former President reported that in 2004 
MOET and HU held a conference to celebrate HU’s ten-year anniversary and assess the 
efficiency of its organizational model. Unfortunately, nothing new was found.  The 
former President commented: 
I was disappointed with the conference results because a regional university like 
HU should not have been in this position. At the conference, I heard that there 
would be new regulations and incentives for HU but I did not know when these 
would be issued and given to us. So far, HU has been following the regulation 
issued in 1994 for its operation. I am wondering if the Central Government agrees 
to upgrade HU to be a national university like the two national universities in 
Hanoi and HCM City. If not, there would be no change and we are still stuck in 
the bottle-necked status.   
 
6.5.3.2. Establishment of University Council/ Accountability  
 
HU’s strategic plan does not mention anything about the establishment of a university 
council. At present, all powers are in the hands of the President/Vice-Presidents (HU 
level) and parts of Rectorate (member university level).  Deans and heads of department 
have the least power.  Lecturers’ voices are subsequently invisible. As a result, the 
President and the Party Secretary (at HU level), together with Rectors and Party 
Secretaries (at the university member level), have hierarchical power to control HU and 
its member institutions.  The Vice-President’s explains the reason for not establishing the 
university council at HU and its member universities:    
Although this matter is clearly stipulated in the University Charter 2003, we still 
find it hard to follow because this council will be redundant. At HU level, we have 
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the Presidential Board, Communist Party Committee and supporting 
administrative departments. At the university member level, we also have the 
Rectorate Board, Communist Party Committee and supporting administrative 
departments. The Communist Party Committees at these two levels, respectively, 
are the leading forces of HU and its member universities. Therefore, it is 
unnecessary to establish the university councils. However, we will keep on 
observing what other key universities in Vietnam are doing and will be making up 
our mind when and how we set up university councils at our both levels. 
 
The Vice-President also stated that in order to maintain institutional solidarity and respect 
the leadership of the Communist Party, HU reached an agreement that the President of 
HU and Rectors of member universities should also hold the positions of the Party 
Secretaries. Therefore, if the university councils were now established, they would be 
functionally redundant.    
 
Adding to the discussion of the establishment of university councils in Vietnam, the 
former President of HU reported on a conversation he had with the Director of 
Department of Personnel of MOET a couple of years ago.  He asked the Director why 
Vietnamese universities should establish their university councils because the Party 
Committee has already played this important role.  This Director replies:   
Like many other developed countries, it is quite necessary for us to establish 
university councils. The reason is that our rectors/presidents have too much power 
in their hands. To watch them over, we need to have some one who can share 
power with them in view of balancing the authority given.  
 
Disagreeing with the Director’s reply, the former President continued: 
In my opinion, his response sounded good but remained inadequate because he 
forgot about the supreme role and absolute leadership of the Communist Party in 
the HE system. What happens if the president/rector, party secretary and council 
chairperson do not reach a final agreement? If the president/rector is regarded as a 
junior person, should he/she be hired like a manager in a business enterprise?  
 
In response to the establishment of University Councils in other Vietnam’s HEIs, the 
former President stated:  
I know that the National University of Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City have already 
established their own university councils but these two presidents also hold the 
positions of university chairpersons. This is inconsistent with the University 
Charter 2003. Therefore, we need to observe what is going on at other key 
universities to see what happens. To make the institution accountable, we agreed 
that the President and Party Secretary should be the same person to ensure 
solidarity and uniformity of the institution. If a University Council is now 
established, a redundant body will be definitely seen as it has no real roles and 
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power. I know that some public universities in Vietnam have already established 
their own University Councils, however, they are forced to do so. It is strange that, 
on one hand, we have to follow and respect the leadership of Communist Party, 
but on the other hand, we also have to respect university councils. This is one of 
the most controversial dilemmas in many of Vietnam’s HEIs at present.  
 
In this regard, the Vice-President confirmed what the former President said and concluded 
that HU would wait and see when it was appropriate for it to establish their university 
council.    
 
6.5.3.3. Relationship between Hue University and its Member Universities 
 
The current controversial structure has led the relationship between HU and its member 
universities remaining tense. As the Vice-President of HU noted:  
In our early days, there was a great conflict between HU and our member 
universities. At present, our relationship has been much improved, thanks to our 
effort in coordinating/sharing power between the two levels.   
 
Sharing power through devolution seems to be an efficient way to reduce the institutional 
tension. It remains, however, insufficient, according to most respondents at member 
universities. The Rector of University of Agriculture and Forestry, for example, reported:  
Since the early days of establishment, HU has taken advantage of its authority and 
taken away our tasks and benefits. For instance, it manages matriculation/entrance 
exams that used to be done by us (we are now just ordinary members in the 
committee of entrance exams). Another example is that personnel 
management/appointment is now handled by HU. They are our staff members but 
we cannot properly manage. As a result, we have protested such inappropriate 
issues and finally HU gives back some tasks and benefits to us. 
 
Although forced to amalgamation, this Rector remained strongly resistant, declaring that:  
We are proud to say that we have a long history (40-50 years old) and used to be a 
strong independent institution. No matter what happens, we will never be 
dissolved though we are a part of HU. 
 
Other respondents from other member universities also reported that they were not 
pleased with the relationship with HU, especially when they had to contribute a certain 
amount of money to HU.  Both the MM from the Faculty of Education of University of 
Pedagogy and the MM of the Faculty of Bio-Technology of University of Sciences 
requested an overall assessment of the working mechanism and model at HU.  
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6.5.4. Quality Assurance  
 
Like CTU, HU started its QA program in late 2006, following a framework for QA with 
53 quality-related criteria that had been initiated by MOET. Together with CTU, HU was 
one out of five Vietnamese universities that participated fully in a QA project supported 
by the Dutch Government. In 2007-2008, it was expected that five of the seven member 
universities of HU would complete both internal and external QA assessments.  
 
To deal with national QA programs, some member universities have already established 
their own departments of QA, reporting directly to Rectorate Boards.  HU also has its own 
Department of Quality Assurance and Higher Education Project Management. Though 
progress on QA has been made, many respondents reported that less progress had been 
made than was expected.  When being asked about difficulties and challenges that HU 
and its university members were facing when carrying out QA, a MM of HU’s Quality 
Assurance and Higher Education Project Management Department and the former 
President of HU shared similar view points. The MM said:   
Progress has been made but limited. I think we are forced to do QA. I wonder 
what happens after the program finishes. Are we provided with better investment 
for our institutional improvement or just simply leave it as it is? Many people 
misinterpret that quality assurance is for ranking rather than for improving and 
that’s really dangerous.  
 
Furthering this, the former President remarked: 
The real issue of QA is how to assure and maintain the real quality to both learners 
and employers. If based on 53 criteria issued by MOET, it is evident that there are 
lots of barriers for higher education institutions, for example, the criteria on study 
space for students; student/ lecturer ratio, working space for professors and 
lecturers, laboratory for teaching and research, etc. Reality shows that no 
university in Vietnam can meet such high standards due to their overloaded 
distance training and in-service training programs. Our concern is that what further 
improvement should be taken into account after the QA program finishes? In 
reality, a Vietnamese university will not be able to sustain if it just simply waits 
for the state budget. I am sure that without in-service, evening classes, and 
distance training programs, a university cannot survive. With such high 
involvement in extra activities (time-consuming, of course), university staff cannot 
concentrate on teaching and research to ensure the highest quality. Without high 
teaching and research quality, QA means nothing. 
 
In addition, this MM noted that some key leaders at member universities seemed to be not 
so interested in QA and therefore paid less attention to this important job. Although 
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several Departments of Quality Assurance had been established both at HU and in 
member universities, they had not been not provided with sufficient budget and personnel 
for their operation. Importantly, they lacked staff members who had real expertise in QA. 
It was of note that members who were currently engaged in QA programs were randomly 
selected from several different administrative and academic departments. Those people, of 
course, have no expertise about QA. That means, HU and its member universities just pay 
attention to quantity rather than to quality.  Even worse, many of them did not understand 
what QA was. Of course, they were given some training courses but these programs were 
quite short and inadequate.  
 
Regarding post QA program, the Vice-President of HU advised that HU would make a 
five-year assurance circle to evaluate what has been done for future improvement. Then, 
HU would enhance the complexity of QA criteria. However, he noted that this was a new 
and difficult task because his University lacked both expertise and budget for QA 
implementation.   
 
In response to the QA program at HU, the former President of HU pointed out:  
I think quality assurance in Vietnam is a fashionable term because as I said before, 
after QA is implemented, could we be given more autonomy, more freedom, and 
more budget to sustain and improve ourselves? Believe it or not, it is not a simple 
matter at all and it may take 10-20 years to change. 
HU’s strategic plan also confirms that QA at HU was slowly implemented.  There was not 
a unified and synchronous system and mechanism of implementing QA activities and a 
quality culture within the university.   
6.5.5. Financial Constraints  
HU’s financial resources come primarily from the State Budget (around 30-40%), 
research cooperation projects and tuition fees.  Funds from the State Budget are provided 
annually in accordance with HU’s type of training and admission quotas. Budget 
allocations for HU have been increasing, but their growth has failed to keep up with the 
increase in the number of students and the need for more infrastructure development (HU, 
2006:24).   
To address budget shortages, HU, like many other HEIs in Vietnam, must make full use 
of its position and initiatives to seek other financial resources through research projects 
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sponsored by international partners and by local communities. Expanding in-service 
training and distance education is one of its main strategies for generating increased 
revenue. Of interest in this regard is that HU is currently sending its lecturers to several 
provinces in the MD to provide in-service training classes in that region, thereby earning 
more revenue. This development, however, is resulting in lecturers being heavily 
overloaded with teaching, and therefore neglecting their scientific research and 
professional self-development.  
Owing to its incredibly large training scale, it is impossible for HU to maintain high 
teaching quality, especially when they expand the distance education and in-service 
training programs. According to HU’s strategic plan statistics, the total number of 
undergraduate students reached 90,000 (23,000 full-time students + 22,000 in-service 
students + 45,000 students of distance training) in 2007 and will come up to 125,000 in 
2015 (ibid:2). Although high teaching quality is repeatedly stressed in HU’s strategic plan 
and interview replies by the Vice-President, the current number of undergraduate students 
does not guarantee as high training quality as HU expects. The lecturer/student ratio 
proportion is much higher than 1:20. Furthermore, there are no financial resources 
allocated to ensure to the success of implementation of its comprehensive plan to 2015. 
Even though its development plan is approved by MOET, there is no evidence to assure 
that the State will provide sufficient budget to HU. Generating revenues and incomes 
from other sources such as tuition fees is feasible but it is impossible to rely on this source 
for long-term development.   
Solutions to “seek funding sources, increase legal revenue from training, research, science 
and technology services, research and training cooperation activities and other sources” is 
clearly indicated in HU’s strategic plan (ibid:44). The question of how to increase future 
revenues remains unresolved. Crucially, the total budget needed for reforming the 
University in terms of enhancing its capacity building, physical facilities, staff incomes, 
application of credit-based system and renovation of teaching methods to 2020, as 
proposed in HU’s strategic plan, remains unstated.   
 
 
6.5.6. Credit-Based Learning System 
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As regulated by MOET, and as in other key universities in Vietnam, HU has been 
required to adopt a system of credit-based learning.  This new requirement has required a 
great deal of effort to implement. As has happened elsewhere, implementation of the new 
arrangement has been limited because of the lack of sufficient time to prepare for it. The 
Vice-President of HU reported, for example, that:  
I know that credit-based learning has been deployed for almost a decade in some 
of Vietnam’s key universities, especially at the Polytechnic University (which 
belongs to the National University in Ho Chi Minh City). Unfortunately, this 
implementation is not authentic because it is still blended with school year based 
learning. Furthermore, it appears not transferable among university members of 
the National University.  As a result, we cautiously keep on learning on how to 
make it effective.     
 
HU planned to implement credit-based learning at its member universities in the school 
year 2007-2008. To allow for better preparation, however, it was forced to postpone 
implementation until school year 2008-2009 (Decision No 1124/DHH/DTDH, dated 
September 27th 2007). In shifting to a credit-based system, all university members are also 
being required to construct modules of learning that are consistent with credit-based 
learning. The Vice-President of HU reported:  
Transferability should be maintained within member universities to ensure the 
success of credit-based learning. So far, we have already set up an e-learning 
resource program in which more than 200 lecture notes are uploaded for students’ 
references.       
 
Credit-based learning should be closely linked with improved teaching methods.  As in 
many other Vietnamese universities, it is not easy at HU to achieve a shift from passive to 
active forms of teaching and learning. As a MM of the Department of Academic Training 
from the University of Pedagogy stated:  
Many lecturers at HU, especially the middle-aged and older ones, seem not 
interested in active teaching methods because they have already been used to the 
traditional ones. Recognizing this shortage, we have provided them with some 
training courses so that they can learn how to write e-lecture notes and change 
their teaching methodology. Our ultimate target is to build up abundant learning 
resources for both lecturers and learners.   
 
Adding to what the Vice-President said, a MM of the Faculty of Economics Development 
of the University of Economics commented:  
Understanding about credit-based learning is not explicit within my university, 
faculty, and lecturers. We are confronting with huge shortage of physical facilities 
and lecturers due to large increase on number of students.  HU has appointed my 
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university as a pilot for implementing credit-based system. We are trying to do it 
but we are not sure about the success.     
  
Challenges for the implementation of credit-based learning are not only found in teaching 
methods but also in the infrastructure of the institution. The Vice-President of HU 
expressed about insufficient physical facilities and the lack of common software. The 
software can be purchased because it is not very expensive, but physical facilities are a 
matter of concern because no Vietnamese university has adequate lecture rooms, self-
study rooms, laboratories, and libraries. This deficit is particularly evident at HU because 
its member universities clearly have poor infrastructures, especially the University of 
Economics, the University of Agriculture & Forestry and the University of Sciences.  
 
Another threat is the waste of money and time invested in the old curriculum.  For 
example, MOET has recently constructed a curriculum framework for the University of 
Education. Under the new requirement, the old curriculum is abandoned.  As a MM of the 
Faculty of Education remarked: “This indicates the short-term strategic view of MOET”.        
 
6.6. Concluding Remarks 
 
This chapter has provided a case study of HU with respect to how it is engaging with the 
process of national HE reform. The key issues presented in the chapter -  centralization, 
institutional autonomy, international governance structure, quality assurance, and 
financial constraints – are related to both the main purpose and themes of thesis, as 
discussed in chapter 4. As with the case study of CTU, this case study suggests that HE 
reform at HU is a complex process with huge tensions within its multiple levels (member 
universities) and the high level of political intervention from the State. The next chapter 
provides a case study of National Economics University.    
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CHAPTER VII 
 
 CASE STUDY OF HANOI NATIONAL ECONOMICS UNIVERSITY  
 
7.1. Brief History  
 
The National Economics University (NEU), which is located in Hanoi, has had a history 
of leadership in providing HE programs in the areas of economics and finance in 
Vietnam. It was founded in 1956 by Prime Ministerial decree (Decree No 678-TTg) as the 
Hanoi National Economics University, with expectations that it should be “the leading 
educator of economic managers” in Vietnam (Do Muoi, Former Party Secretary, in NEU, 
2006:7). Prior to its foundation as a university, it existed as a College of Finance and 
Economics within the Vietnam’s People’s University System, under the control of the 
Prime Minister’s Office. In 1958, it was renamed the University of Finance and 
Economics under the management of the then Ministry of Education (Decree No 252-TTg 
of the Prime Minister). In 1965, it was renamed again, this time as the University of 
Economics and Planning. In 1985, the Minister of Higher and Secondary Vocational 
Education renamed it the National Economics University (Decision No 1443/Q-KH) – 
and this has remained its name up to the present date.  It is described as “one of the six 
leading universities in Vietnam” (NEU, 2006:7), and it is certainly an important member 
of the group of public universities recognized by the Vietnamese Government as being the 
'key' universities. Though it does not officially have a charter, its role was defined in 1989 
as being to act as a consultant to the Government on macro-economic policy, provide 
undergraduate and postgraduate business education to the same standard as those 
institutions in other rapidly developing economics in Asia-Pacific, and provide 
management training and development for managers in both the public and private 
sectors, and for emerging entrepreneurs (ibid).  Its current role remains much the same as 
the one prescribed for it in 1989. 
 
7.2. Organization and Structure 
 
NEU may be said to have three levels of management. These levels are shown in an 
organizational chart for the University presented in Appendix H.  At the top level is the 
Rectorate Board, comprising the Rector and Vice-Rectors. The Rectorate Board is 
responsible for general management and for holding the legal status, seals and bank 
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accounts of the University. At the next level are faculties, centers and institutes, all of 
which are under the direct management of the Rectorate Board.  At the bottom level are 
academic departments, which are under the direct management of the faculties.  
Currently, NEU has 23 faculties, 7 centers, and 10 institutes.  
 
The Rector is the chief executive officer and leads the administration of the University.  
There are five Vice-Rectors, with separate responsibilities across the areas of 
administration, finance, teaching, research, international cooperation, and infrastructure.  
The Rector and the Vice-Rectors are all appointed directly by the Minister for Education 
and Training.   
 
Several committees report to the Rectorate Board, including an Academic Affairs 
Committee and a Scientific Research Committee.  As suggested by their titles, one is 
primarily responsible for teaching and the curriculum, while the other is primarily 
responsible for research.  There is also an Academic Titles Committee, which approves 
academic titles for University members and non-academic administrators,36 and there is 
also an Editorial Committee, which supervises the publication of a research journal 
sponsored by the University.     
 
Consistent with the national political system, NEU’s Communist Party is the leading force 
of the institution and the supreme body of the University. Management of the University 
by the Rectorate Board requires, therefore, that there should be a high level of consistency 
between management decisions taken and the expressed policies of the Party. NEU’s 
Party Committee consists of a Party Secretary, a Deputy Secretary and senior and junior 
Party members from across the University.  The current Party Secretary is a Vice-Rector, 
who is a member of the Rectorate Board. The Party also has a Discipline Committee, with 
responsibility for checking compliance with Part ethics across the University.   
 
The Rectorate Board must also take account of the decisions and priorities of MOET, to 
which it reports. It must also be accountable to the Hanoi Municipal Authority, especially 
for matters related to personnel.   
 
                                                
36 Final decisions on academic or administrative titles of the University staff must be approved by MOET 
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NEU is one of the relatively few public universities in Vietnam that has a University 
Council. Though the role and responsibilities of university councils in Vietnam were 
specified in the Prime Ministers Higher Education Charter of 200337, the role of NEU's 
University Council remains unclear. The Rector provides the Council with financial 
support and pays for appointment of the Chair. 
 
At the faculty and departmental levels, the system of governance is much the same as in 
other public universities. Deans and vice-deans, working within policies determined by 
faculty party committees, provide management at the faculty level, and heads and vice-
heads provide management at the departmental level. Faculties and departments have their 
own academic committees in order to consider issues of teaching, learning, and curricular. 
       
7.3. Staff, Students, and Training 
 
NEU is a relatively large university within Vietnam's HE system. In 2006, for example, it 
had a student enrolment of approximately 44,000 students, of whom a little over one-half 
were either in-service or distance education students.  Of the 1,144 members of staff, 678 
held academic appointments, 27 at full professorial level and 90 as associate professors. A 
total of 216 members of academic staff had doctoral qualifications, and a further 371 
members of academic staff had master's-level qualifications.    
 
NEU has over many years made a significant contribution to the development of 
economic management capacity in Vietnam. Many of its graduates hold high positions in 
agencies and bodies of the Communist Party, the State, the National Assembly, and 
enterprises.  
 
NEU also has extensive international collaborations. Partner institutions exist in countries 
that include China, Russia, Poland, the UK, France, the US, Japan, the Netherlands, 
Germany, Canada, South Korea, and Thailand.  The University also has sponsorships 
from several governments and international organizations such as UNDP, the World 
Bank, the Ford Foundation, SIDA (Sweden) and the Dutch Government to conduct 
                                                
37 Prime Minister Decision No 153/2003/QD-TTg, dated 30/7/2003 
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research, develop curriculum and deliver master's programs in the areas of economics, 
business administration and finance.  
 
7.4. Scientific Research and Technological Transfer 
 
NEU has over many years been an important source of advice and research for the State. 
the Party and Vietnamese industries on issues related to the operation of the market 
economy. It has played an important role in supporting central and local government 
agencies, and private enterprises, in developing policies consistent with Vietnam's 
adoption of market practices within a socialist framework. In this regard, it can fairly 
claim to have exercised a “profound influence over the whole doi moi/ renovation 
process” (NEU, 2006:7).       
 
7.5. Budget/Financial Sources 
 
NEU has two main sources of income, student tuition fees (including from the sale of in-
service courses) and the State, whether in the form of grants or loans.  Unlike nearly all 
other public universities, however, NEU is being required to become self-funding. At 
present, less than 15% of the University's funds are received from the State.  The bulk of 
its income is received from tuition fees and, to a lesser extent, through the sale of 
consultancy and research services.    
 
7.6. Key Themes for Investigation  
 
7.6.1. Centralization  
 
As in other public universities in Vietnam, NEU’s management structure is essentially 
hierarchical, bureaucratic and consistent with the stereotype of a centralized public 
agency.  One of the Vice-Rectors commented, for example:  
Under the control of MOET, governance and management of Vietnam’s HE 
system remain highly centralized and bureaucratic. “Like father like son”, NEU's 
management structure is very much identical to that of MOET's.  
 
The issue of centralization is a hot topic at the university.  Top-down management is the 
norm, with the Rectorate Board deciding on all institutional affairs in consultation with 
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the Party Committee.  As a result, the faculties have very limited power. As the former 
Rector noted:  
There is no decentralization at NEU. Everything is centrally controlled by the 
Rectorate Board. For example, all financial matters such as expenditure and 
income, are handled by the Department of Finance (on behalf of the Rectorate 
Board in terms of financial management). Due to such a centralized policy, more 
and more administrative departments and faculties are established to manage 
NEU’s expanded organization. Dividing into small units seems to be a preferred 
strategy for the Rectorate Board to control its subordinate divisions.   
 
Heavy centralization is an issue for administrative staff of the Faculty of Science and 
Management.  One senior administrative staff member from that Faculty commented: 
I would say that heavy centralization has brought too many barriers for the 
faculties. For example, student assessment and paper exam marking are centrally 
controlled by the Department of Quality Assurance, which belongs to the 
Department of Academic Affairs. According to this Department’s explanation, it 
needs to do this job to ensure the quality and accuracy. Trust is not seen here. In 
addition, the Department of Academic Affairs has the power to decide who will be 
examiners for exam marking. Therefore, if the person-in-charge likes you, you 
will be invited; if not, you will be away.   
 
A MM from the Faculty of Business Administration was, however, more positive:   
In the recent years, I think there have been more open policies for the faculties to 
be proactive. For instance, we can construct our curriculum in accordance with the 
curriculum framework by MOET and select our disciplines in both undergraduate 
and graduate training. For research, we can take part in selecting our research 
topics and register for the ministerial research topics. We can also extend our 
relationships with the industry outside (business companies) to do consultancy. As 
for expenditure, we follow the internal financial handbook issued by the 
University. I think that this is the legal basis for our financial operation. The 
University allocates some parts of budget to us for our faculty expenditure such as 
fees for students’ management, research conferences, phones, and stationary. 
Indeed, financial liability is explicitly regulated in the internal financial handbook 
and we just simply follow it. With such a management mechanism, I think there 
should be no problems for us to maintain our operation.  
 
Another MM of the Faculty of Science of Management agreed in part:  
Actually, financial management is centrally controlled at the University level. We 
are given just a small part of budget to run our Faculty. As for training, the 
Department of Academic Affairs (on behalf of the Rectorate Board) controls 
everything, for example, study timetable, lecture rooms, exam marking, etc. Due 
to such a heavy centralization, things normally get late and become inflexible; the 
University management turns out more bureaucratic and its organizational 
structure becomes bigger than before.  
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He gave some additional examples to illustrate why the University’s management system 
remains ineffective:  
My Faculty just deals with the on-campus undergraduate courses. Other training 
programs such as in-service, distance education, and postgraduate are handled by 
other divisions. For instance, in-service training is managed by the Faculty of In-
Service Training; distance education is controlled by the Center of Distance 
Education; and postgraduate is handled by the Institute of Post Graduate Training. 
With such a fragmented management, inefficiency is visible.                  
 
In responding to the imbalance between centralization and decentralization within the 
University, a MM of the Department of Personnel replied:   
At the University level, we want to devolve to faculties but the problem is what 
areas to centralize and decentralize – in other words - how much decentralization 
needed is still not clear to us. We are afraid that if too much decentralization is 
given to the faculty level, they surely become “isolated kingdoms”. Therefore, we 
need to consider how to balance to make it work.   
 
His response indicates that NEU remains reluctant to decentralize, which is surprising in 
light of its academic expertise in areas of business management.  Considerations of trust 
are clearly an impediment to decentralization, and so too may be the culture of 
centralization that exists in the HE system as a whole. 
 
It was evident that senior managers were aware of the problem. One Vice-Rector 
commented, for example, that:  
Organizational structure at NEU appears inappropriate. There are too many 
faculties and overlapping specialized fields of study available within our 
institution. Several faculties remain rather weak and academically fragmented. 
Several deans just allocate around 30% of their time for faculty management. 
Their power is quite limited and they have not much to do. 
 
The need for reform was recognized.  The Vice-Rector continued:  
Under such circumstances, there is an urgent need to re-organize our institutional 
structure. We are planning to make our University become a four-level 
management model which consists of NEU, member universities, faculties and 
departments.  
 
Commenting on the reason NEU decided to re-organize itself into a four-level 
management institution, instead of three-level model as seen in several multi-disciplinary 
universities in the South of Vietnam like CTU, the Vice-Rector simply stated that it is 
necessary to do so to make full use of the institutional resources. He was also aware of 
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huge impediments ahead for his University in deploying this plan because of potential 
conflicts within NEU concerning, for example, which faculties would be merged, who 
would be the rectors of the new member universities, who would be the new deans, and 
how the four-level management structure would operate.  
 
Offering a further perspective on the four-level management model, a MM of the 
Department of Finance noted: 
Due to our inflexible organizational structure at present, it is hard for NEU to deal 
with financial autonomy and decentralization. Once the four-level management 
model is approved, we can allocate budget to our member universities in a proper 
way to keep up with the status of a key Vietnamese university designated as a 
public institution with income.   
 
A MM of the Department of Quality Assurance, however, expressed a different 
viewpoint:  
I agree that it is necessary to re-organize our structure and reinforce our 
institutional synergy. However, I have some doubts about the so-called four-level 
management model. This model appears similar to the two Vietnam’s National 
Universities in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, as well as the three regional 
universities in Da Nang, Hue and Thai Nguyen. I myself asked some people of the 
Polytechnic University (belonging to Ho Chi Minh City National University) what 
benefits/advantages they get when being merged into the National University. 
They replied that the only thing they could get was the common use of the 
University’s central library.      
 
On this point, a former Rector of NEU commented:  
This University’s management is too heavy and bureaucratic. I cannot understand 
why there are so many faculties, institutes, centers within NEU. Surprisingly, even 
the Department of Registry/Academic Affairs has centers within its department, 
namely, the Center of Quality Assurance and the Center of Educational 
Development. Faculties also have their own centers and institutes. The more 
divisions NEU has, the more it has to pay to maintain its operation. Synergy 
cannot be fully made use of, resulting in waste of time, money and energy.  
 
The MM of the Faculty of Science and Management also raised his concern:  
It is strange that five faculties within NEU have only one academic department in 
each faculty, for example, the Faculty of Law, Economics, Agricultural 
Economics and Rural Development, and Environmental Economics. It is also 
unusual that the Faculty of Environmental Economics has only one class of 
students. With such an irrelevant structure, waste of time, money, and 
intellectuality is visible. 
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One of the possible answers for this unusual organizational structure might be the leader’s 
capacity in governing and managing the institution. Both the former Rector and the MM 
of the Faculty of Science and Management agreed that an organization managed by an 
incompetent leader who lacks a whole-hearted institutional commitment is a disaster for a 
university. Of course, limited autonomy, together with heavily centralized management 
mechanism from MOET, has a strong effect on the University, but the current practices at 
NEU present a pessimistic picture of the role of the institutional leader.  It was evident 
that he decided to structure his University in his own ways. Commenting this 
phenomenon, both the former Rector and the MM of the Faculty of Science and 
Management said that there was high level of “beneficial arrangement” between the 
Rector and the MMs appointed.     
 
There is a strong desire across universities, especially in the North of Vietnam to shift 
from mono-disciplinary to multi-disciplinary structures. Such a shift would be consistent 
with Decision No 121/2007/QD-TTg by the Prime Minister, dated July 27, 2007 (article 
1, section 4d), which encouraged HEIs to expand and offer more fields of study, thereby 
becoming truly comprehensive. Many mono-disciplinary universities have also been keen 
to expand and become multi-disciplinary in order to free themselves from a model of 
HEIs that derives from the period of Soviet influence. The main reason for making the 
shift, however, is survival.  Mono-disciplinary universities with a single area of academic 
focus, such as education, agriculture or law, cannot attract sufficient students in order to 
generate the income required to achieve economies of scale.  More students mean more 
tuition fees and a larger State budget allocation.  In the case of NEU, however, aspirations 
to diversify by 2020 into areas that include technology, engineering and bio-technology 
(NEU’s strategic plan, 2006) do seem to be at odds with the fact that the University’s core 
expertise is in economics.     
 
A MM of the Department of Scientific Research and International Relations noted that it 
would be necessary to have proper preparation in terms of time and budget to see how the 
four-level management model could work.  The Department of Personnel has been made 
responsible to the Rectorate Board and the University Council for designing the 
institutional organizational structure and human resources development. As a MM of the 
Department of Personnel reported:  
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We are mandated to write a part of the strategic plan in shifting from three-level to 
four-level management model. This model looks like the model of Vietnam’s 
National University but maintains a strong linkage within its institution like the 
University of Melbourne in Australia. To be honest, we are still confused and need 
to learn from other international universities to see how they govern and manage 
their institutions to make it a well-oiled machine in terms of organizational 
structure, personnel, research, training, finance, and infrastructure. It is not an easy 
task but we must do it.  
 
NEU’s strategic plan states an expectation that NEU will become a multi-disciplinary 
university with a four-level management framework by 2010.  NEU should possibly be 
cautious in this regard, however, because it is widely evident that the level of 
understanding about how a four-level management model works at the two National 
Universities (in Hanoi and in Ho Chi Minh City), and at the three regional universities in 
Hue, Da Nang and Thai Nguyen, remains uncertain (this point was made strongly in 
discussion with external HE experts and with NEU’s middle manager of the Department 
of Quality Assurance). 
 
7.6.2. Institutional Autonomy  
 
NEU’s institutional autonomy is limited because it is under the control of MOET.  A 
former Rector of NEU described the situation as follows:   
The paradox here is that institutional autonomy remains modest but accountability 
is requested to be highly maintained. This is one of the biggest dilemmas in 
Vietnam’s HE system. I cannot understand why MOET, on one hand, has a very 
tight control over student admission (input) but on the other hand, releases the 
graduates (output). No one knows exactly after graduation, what types of jobs they 
will do and if they satisfy with the jobs they find. For human resources, the policy 
of permanent recruitment has been said to be abolished since 2003 but the salary 
rate is still managed in the old way, that is, payment according to positions and 
working years rather than by job performance. If so, how could institutional 
autonomy and accountability be well-maintained? 
 
Furthering this argument, he stated:   
With regard to the granting of professoriate title, the Government still controls and 
has very strict regulations. Unfortunately, the criteria are very much outdated and 
not in line with the international standard. Furthermore, at the national level, 
MOET tries to cover and control all aspects of HE by establishing its equivalent 
departments with the hope to properly “manage” its belonging universities. Even 
worse, MOET forces HEIs to purchase its blank degrees because MOET thinks 
that it is not trustworthy enough to devolve this task to HEIs. You know how 
much MOET gets when dealing with selling and buying blank degrees? 
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“Limited” or “half-way” autonomy was a common reply from many interviewees when 
asked to describe NEU’s institutional autonomy. They recognized that NEU had no 
authority to decide the rate of student tuition fees, to select academic staff and students, or 
to exercise academic freedom, but most agreed that the University had more expenditure 
freedom than in the past. In general, though, they regarded the amount of institutional 
autonomy provided by MOET to the University as being unrealistic.  NEU’s strategic plan 
involves MOET giving the University more autonomy, accountability and academic 
freedom (in student selection, tuition fees, curriculum, mode of training, organizational 
structure, institutional development model, and budget from the State for its Training 
Center).  These expectations are consistent with NEU’s aspiration to become a member of 
the 500 leading universities internationally by 2020. The reality is, however, that basic 
conditions for the attainment of this goal cannot be met because MOET is unlikely to 
approve an appropriate institutional development model, and neither is it likely to provide 
freedom in student recruitment, the setting of the curriculum or the establishment of 
tuition fees. At the same time as requesting more autonomy, NEU is also requesting funds 
from the State to enable the construction of a new Training Center38.  In this regard, NEU 
is behaving in a manner described by Chapman and Austin (2002:4), whereby universities 
often want more independence in their governance but trying to maintain their 
dependence on public funds, while governments, in contrast, often want universities to be 
more financially self-sufficient but not to be free of government control. The search for a 
balance in this regard is, therefore, an enduring challenge for universities, and especially 
for universities in Vietnam.     
  
7.6.3. Accountability, University Council and Roles of Rector   
 
Autonomy and accountability must proceed hand-in-hand so that checks and balances can 
be maintained. As previously mentioned, the MM of the Department of Scientific 
Research and International Relations complained that the Rector of NEU had too much 
power and his decisions had a very strong impact on University’s staff. If an incapable 
person is promoted to be the Rector, he or she may destroy the institution.   
 
                                                
38 Conversation with a former Rector reveals that this is not a Training Center but the University’s 
Administrative Offices. In practice, NEU had to modify the name so that it could easily get the State budget  
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The role of the University Council at NEU is not well defined at NEU, particularly in 
terms of its relationship with the Rectorate Board. The Chair of the University Council 
described his situation as follows:  
As a University Council Chairman, I have no voice. I do not know what to do 
because there are no concrete regulations from MOET. Personally, I am under the 
supervision of MOET but I receive no support or guidance from my superior. 
Therefore, whatever I do - big or small - is OK. One important thing I should bear 
in mind is that I should not touch any complicated institutional issues that might 
raise personal conflicts with the Rectorate Board or the Communist Party. What I 
am currently doing is to focus on the strategic plan as designated by MOET and 
that’s it. I never interfere to any affairs of Mr. A, Mr. B, or Mr. C because I am not 
so stupid to do so. In reality, I participate in all important activities/meetings of the 
University but I have no ideas. I just simply applaud at the end.   
 
Why is the Council Chairman, the leader of the University Council – the supreme body of 
the institution – kept away from the crucial issues of NEU? Why is he afraid of being 
involved in personal conflicts with the Rector and other key leaders? In a “high 
uncertainty avoidance” and “high power distance” (Hofstede, 2001) country like Vietnam, 
his caution is understandable.  Importantly, since he was recruited and is remunerated by 
the Rector, his role is marginalized and redundant.  As he admitted:  
I think the establishment of the University Council at the moment is not 
appropriate at all. Given the condition of limited institutional autonomy and the 
supreme leadership of the Communist Party, no university council in Vietnam can 
sustain and properly work as required.  
 
He suggested the need for concrete guidance/regulations from MOET concerning the 
appropriate terms of office, responsibility, operational budget and secretariat for 
University Councils. He claimed that, without feasible regulations, a University Council 
would work like a puppet because the Rector and the Party Secretary were felt to control 
everything.  
 
A great many interviewees from NEU echoed the Council Chairman’s point of view. It 
was widely recognized that the University Council had no effective power. The only 
solution was considered to be to wait for concrete guidance from MOET. Even MOET did 
not seem to know what to do, however.  There was a general consensus that the least 
problematic way of addressing the role of the University Council was by considering it 
within a QA framework – because QA was felt not to touch on any political sensitivities 
concerning MOET and the Party.   
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7.6.4. Quality Assurance   
    
NEU was one of the first ten universities in Vietnam chosen for implementing a QA 
program. So far, it has completed both its internal and external assessment, and it is 
waiting for the outcome to be released by MOET, as regulated in the Education Law of 
2005.  NEU was the first university in Vietnam to be granted an ISO Certificate by AFAQ 
(France). As informed by a Vice-Rector, however, procedures for obtaining this 
Certificate were lax.    
 
Following MOET’s regulation, NEU has set up its own Quality Assurance Department, 
but this unit reports to the Department of Academic Affairs (with less power and less 
budget). When asked what barriers NEU has been facing when implementing QA, the 
MM of the Quality Assurance Department responded:  
One of the biggest impediments to the QA at NEU is low awareness of university 
staff and even university leaders on the importance of QA. I would say so because 
I myself took part in the national external assessment programs. Several rectors 
whom I had a chance to get in touch with said that their universities should be 
highly ranked because their universities had a large number of professors and 
associate professors. My concern, however, is on the quality rather than on the 
quantity. 
  
Even worse, many university staff members do not know what QA is because they do not 
care about it.  The MM of the Quality Assurance Department stated further:  
I have tried to do many things to enhance my University staff members’ awareness 
on the importance of QA program. For example, I myself distributed the 
University’s note-books containing 53 criteria of QA to all university staff as a 
reminder that our University is currently implementing this program. Many 
lecturers, however, say to me that it is unnecessary to implement QA because the 
current criteria set by MOET are already too high to reach. In their opinions, no 
university in Vietnam can reach such a high standard.  
 
Why do several lecturers have such a perception? In reality, the 53 criteria referred to 
were not so demanding because they had been purposefully designed in accordance with 
Vietnamese standards, not international ones. The question, then, is: how could Vietnam’s 
universities possibly reach international standards of quality if the national standards set 
for them are already seen to be too high?  
 
The MM of the Quality Assurance Department expressed particular concern regarding the 
follow-up to the QA program.  He stated:   
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I am wondering what we should do after the QA program has been completed. We 
know our weaknesses but how we could improve ourselves when being stuck in 
such a bureaucratic and heavily centralized mechanism with limited institutional 
autonomy as mentioned. I think we just simply carry out QA assessment and leave 
it as it is for the future because we do not have sufficient budget to upgrade our 
physical facilities and increase staff’s wages.  
  
A great many of the other interviewees from NEU expressed a similar sentiment.    
 
Regarding the question of the inappropriateness of the current 53 criteria, the MM of 
Department of Quality Assurance reported that his Department has already requested 
MOET to make the match with international standards. New criteria, according to MOET, 
however, will be adjusted every five years.  Therefore, to carry out the national QA 
programs, the remaining HEIs have to continue following the existing 10 standards and 53 
criteria, as designed by MOET’s interim regulations in late 2004. 
 
7.6.5. Financial Constraints 
 
As reported earlier in this chapter, NEU received funds from two sources:  student tuition 
fees and the sale of teaching services, and the State budget and loans. 
 
As previously mentioned, NEU is one of five selected universities in Vietnam mandated 
by MOET to become totally self-funding, that is, the State’s annual budget allocation to 
NEU will gradually be reduced to zero.  At present, NEU receives only 10-15% of its 
funds from MOET.  One of the Vice-Rectors expressed a great deal of concern about this 
situation:   
It is really unfair. We have to work very hard to fulfill the tasks given by MOET 
but our State budget is largely cut down. Our University staff must work harder 
and harder but their income is still the same as before. In addition, we have to 
reserve a large amount of budget for students’ scholarships, as mandated. This 
extra money should be covered by the State budget, not by our University.   
 
The weight of the University’s financial burden has been increased by its need to find 
funds for the building of a new multi-storey Training Centre.  The Vice-Rector explained:  
Since NEU has to reserve money for the Training Center (800-1,000 billion 
VND), we have to sacrifice our immediate needs. Previously, I proposed that the 
State budget should be annually deducted to all universities in Vietnam’s HE 
system (25% per year) to maintain justice among HEIs. My suggestion, however, 
was not properly considered. In the very near future, our budget is going to be 
completely deducted. You know what happens.  
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NEU aims to upgrade its existing physical facilities and construct the new Training Center 
in the hope of meeting the international standards appropriate to a key university in 
Vietnam. It expects to complete the Training Center in 2010.  Unfortunately, according to 
the regulation of MOF, NEU is only able to receive maximum 50 billion VND per year 
from MOET for basic construction, so it will take another 20 years to complete this 
building complex unless foreign aid can be obtained. From 2007 onwards, NEU planned 
to allocate 170 billion VND per year for building construction.  How this large sum will 
be found remains uncertain.  The problem might be resolved if NEU could obtain World 
Bank loan funds, but the likelihood of this happening remains uncertain.  Another option 
would be for NEU to consider expanding its delivery of teaching services and increasing 
its student tuition fees.  NEU’s ambitions in this regard are, however, blocked by MOET’s 
authority to impose standard tuition fees across the system and to control student 
admission quotas.   
 
One of financial constraints which NEU is encountering is that even if NEU uses its self-
generated budget to pay for its staff but this payment is strictly audited by the State 
Auditing Department. The former Rector remarked that such a regulation remained 
irrelevant and hard to understand. According to Decree 43/2006, Vietnamese universities 
are entitled to pay double or triple to their staff members in accordance with their staff’s 
performance. Unfortunately, the State Auditing Department does not allow NEU to do so 
because it has to wait for concrete guidance from the Minister of Finance. NEU’s effort to 
cope with financial stability thereby appears to be distorted.    
 
Describing in details, a former Rector of NEU commented at length on some of the 
inadequacies of the funding model for Vietnam’s public universities. He referred to 
irrelevant MOET regulations, such as that HEIs must reserve 45% of their income to 
increase their staff wages, and 40% for upgrading their physical facilities. He also 
complained about the inefficiency of Decree No 43-2006 by the Prime Minister which 
entitles HEIs to pay double or triple incomes to their most competent staff, but which 
constrained HEIs from charging more than the standard student tuition fees.  Furthermore, 
he expressed his depression with the regulation whereby NEU must provide scholarships 
for its merit-based students and for students-in-need.  He noted that several former State 
leaders had promised to allocate sufficient budget to NEU but their promises were never 
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realized. He described the situation as “half-way autonomy” (a common expression in 
Vietnam), where university autonomy was valid in theory but not in practice.  
 
Due to large budget deduction as mentioned, the main income of the University is from 
tuition fees, which accounts for 80% of the total budget expenditure, the remains 20% are 
from services and research. Like CTU and HU, teaching too much at in-service centers 
has distorted NEU’s effort in renovating teaching methodologies and enhancing scientific 
research.  
 
Interestingly, one Vice-Rector saw the future as requiring the privatization of NEU: 
Privatization is essential. We have requested the State to allow us to privatize our 
university but failed to get permission due to some social resistance. It would be 
great if we were allowed to first privatize some parts of our institution (as a trial 
pilot to see how they work), we then can privatize the whole university. In doing 
so, we are able to generate sufficient budget for building construction and sustain 
ourselves.        
 
Clearly, though, his views reflected frustration with present circumstances, rather than the 
expression of a coherent plan.  It is not clear, for example, who would buy the NEU were 
it to be privatized.     
 
7.6.6. Credit-Based Learning System 
 
NEU is currently shifting to a credit-based learning system. The impediments being 
encountered are very similar to those reported at CTU and HU, namely a shortage of 
qualified lecturers, lecture rooms and teaching aids, low wages for staff, and, above all, 
low awareness among the University’s lecturers and administrative staff regarding how a  
credit-based learning system works. A member of academic staff in the Faculty of Science 
and Management reported, for example, that:   
I do not see any major merits of a credit-based system over the year- based system. 
The only good thing of credit-based system that I can see is that students can 
complete their study sooner. Unfortunately, experiences at my Faculty show that 
students have more difficulties in on-line enrolment due to the university’s 
unreliable computer system and lack of lecture rooms. So far, I have not seen any 
concrete regulations from the university regarding the credit-based system.  
 
In this regard, a Vice-Rector stated:  
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There are too many obstacles to shift to credit-based system. The first is the 
lateness from MOET in providing concrete guidance (we just received MOET’s 
guidance around a month ago). The second is low awareness of both lecturers and 
administrative staff on the importance of the credit-based system. The third is 
from students who have already got accustomed to the school-year-based system. 
Of the above, I think the most difficulty remains in low awareness of lecturers and 
administrative staff. For students, it is not a big concern because we can adjust and 
provide orientations to them.   
 
According to this Vice-Rector, NEU will implement the credit-based system for the 
purposes of meeting MOET’s reform agenda. He said, however, that his University would 
seek to combine school-year and credit-based systems in recognition of the fact that the 
University had inadequate infrastructure to fully support the credit-based system.  As he 
noted:  
One of the headaches for NEU at the moment is to find sufficient lecture space for 
students. You know, we have to rent lecture halls outside the University. The 
problem is that several of them located 5-7 kilometers away from the institution. 
How can we follow and maintain a credit-based system when we are stuck in such 
a poor condition?          
 
He also noted that NEU would have two parallel soft-wares, one for school-year-based 
system and another for credit-based system. This complication was necessary for the 
transitional period.    
 
The MM of the Faculty of Science and Management also pointed to the difficulties in 
implementing a credit-based system.  He commented:   
Implementing credit-based system at my Faculty is hard. Previously, it was quite 
easy for us to manage our students because each class had around 30-70 students. 
With the credit-based system, the number of students increases incredibly and we 
cannot properly control them. With the school-year based system, we have 
classroom monitors and academic advisers and we know what to do. With credit-
based system, we do not have sufficient lecture space and reliable IT support. 
Therefore, putting this implementation into practice becomes complicated.  
 
Indeed, many of Vietnam’s HEIs are already used to the management of yearly based-
system and it is definitely not easy for them to shift to the credit-based system without 
proper preparation. A credit-based system has many attractions:  it encourages innovation 
in course development and delivery, and it provides far more flexibility for students in 
terms of completing their studies in ways that better suit their needs. On the other hand, 
academic staff clearly need a good deal of time to adjust to the new demands, and their 
methods of course planning and delivery certainly require time for improvement.    
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At present, however, the outlook for reform in the way courses are delivered is not 
positive.  As at CTU and HU, lecturers at NEU were reported not to be all that interested 
in new teaching methods. Several of those interviewed, for example, said that they did not 
like students-centered approaches to education, on account of the amount of time and 
energy required to prepare lecture notes and references. Instead, they preferred to spend 
their spare time doing additional teaching and outside work for the purposes of increasing 
their incomes.  As one lecturer commented:    
It is now the era of lecturers, not students, because of the ever-growing demand of 
learners to enter universities. Hence, the motto “student-centered education” 
should be replaced by “lecturer-centered education”. Teaching at in-service and 
distance education centers (off-campus) is much more relaxed and comfortable 
than on-campus teaching. Importantly, we get good pay and considerable gains 
from off-campus. 
  
This is consistent with a Vice-Rector’s opinion when he mentioned that it was difficult to 
balance and enhance the quality of in-service training and distance education:  
Reality and current situation of NUE have suggested that it would be much better 
off for us to expand in-service and distance education. The reason is that if we 
focus on regular/on-campus training, we have to waive at least one fourth of 
tuition fees. With irregular/off-campus training, we do not have to worry about it. 
Our policy needs to be practical, namely, using “short-term goals” to feed “long-
term ones”. In other words, we need to learn from the management from our 
ministry – as I mentioned before – like father like son/like macro policy, like 
micro management.  
 
The “macro policy” and “micro management” that the Vice-Rector mentioned above 
indicates the system error of the current management mechanism imposed by the Central 
Government and MOET.  
 
7.7. Concluding Remarks 
 
In this chapter, the researcher has provided the main insights of the case study of NEU in 
line with the process of national HE reform at its institution. The issues of investigation 
presented in the chapter, namely, centralization, institutional autonomy, international 
governance structure, quality assurance, and financial constraints do relate with the main 
purpose and themes of thesis as pointed in chapter 4. Similar to the case study of CTU and 
HU, outcomes of this case study suggest that HE governance reform at NEU is 
confronting with huge tensions between its institutional multiple levels and the State. The 
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legacy of high centralization with limited autonomy has put NEU into a stagnated status. 
The following chapter reviews and discusses the main points and outcomes of the three 
key universities in Vietnam.  
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CHAPTER VIII 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
This chapter presents a discussion of university governance reform in Vietnam in light of 
the experience of three universities examined in depth in the case studies. The experience 
of these universities is considered from the perspective of Kogan and Bleiklie’s 
propositions (2006) on higher education change, North’s (1990) and Witte’s (2004) 
perspective on institutional change, and Maytnz and Schaprf’s (1995, 1997), Schaprf 
(1997)’s perspectives on actor-centered institutionalism. Consistent with an interpretivist 
approach, no attempt is made to generalise from these case studies to the higher education 
system at large. However, an examination of the experiences of the three universities 
concerned does generate insights that could well be applicable to the system as a whole.   
 
8.1. Review of the Case Studies 
 
The case studies provide valuable insights into the ways in which the institutions 
concerned are managing to cope with pressures for reform of the governance of HE in 
Vietnam. All three universities shared in common a sense of the need for decentralization, 
increased institutional autonomy and an increased commitment to quality assurance and 
effective management of their financial resources. Each university had some unique 
features, however, related to the kind of leadership provided by a rector (at CTU), the 
difficulty in achieving change because of a strongly federated structure of member 
universities (at HU), and pressure to become fully self-funding (at NEU). It is the 
commonality of their experiences, however, that is the most striking feature of the case 
study reports.  What is clear across all of them is that, despite official Government 
rhetoric and exhortations for change, progress in implementing reforms to the way in 
which they are governed has been extremely slow and faces a great many challenges.      
 
At CTU, the Rector clearly wished to delegate responsibilities for all key institutional 
areas, including academic programs, academic training, budget, personnel and 
infrastructure to the University’s Schools and Colleges. His belief was that a 
decentralization of decision making to Schools and Colleges would enable them to 
become more proactive in contributing to reform of the University. It is clear, though, 
from interviews with key informants that the Schools and Colleges were possibly not 
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ready for the level of decentralization proposed. Indeed, there was resistance to it. A 
concern widely expressed is that the decentralization initiative was not sufficiently well 
backed up with resources.  In addition, there was reluctance on the part of many middle 
mangers to accept the level of personal responsibility associated with making decisions 
about many matters.  This reluctance derives in part from a lack of experience in making 
these decisions, in part from the persistence of a culture in which decisions about these 
matters are not made by middle managers, and in part from the lack of a process for 
making these decisions. The notion of “downwards’ accountability” (Corbert, 1992; in 
Vidovich et al., 2007), where superordinates are accountable to provide a supporting 
environment to optimize the performance of subordinates, was not well established.      
 
At HU, the situation is slightly different. This University was established through the 
amalgamation of seven independent mono-disciplinary universities across Hue City and 
surrounding areas in the Central Highland. Its organizational structure remains 
controversial. There were tensions between HU and its member universities and tensions 
between member universities and their faculties and departments. HU itself wanted to 
escape the control of MOET and be a national university, but its member universities 
wanted to be independent of HU and became separately autonomous. Given Vietnam’s 
political culture, the aspirations of the member universities to be independent are 
unrealistic. In the meantime, however, HU remained in a compromised situation. The 
President of HU has sought to use decentralization as a “buffer mechanism” to reduce 
tensions, but this process was reported by several senior and middle managers of the 
member universities to be inadequate. Within an organizational framework characterized 
by four levels of management (that is, HU, its member universities, its faculties, and its 
departments), faculties and departments appeared to have almost have no voice. At the 
same time, however, at HU, as in many other Vietnamese universities, faculties and 
department are being required to teach larger classes, expand their research scope, revise 
their curricula, renovate their teaching methods and shift towards a credit-based 
curriculum system. Underpayment of staff, lack of funds and heavily bureaucratic 
management, however, have distorted their initiatives and incentives.    
 
At NEU, which is a mono-disciplinary university with 23 faculties, 7 departments, and 10 
institutes and centers, the Rectorate wants to re-organize the University in order to make it 
a truly comprehensive university with four levels of management. The four-level 
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management model in Vietnam, however, remains unclear. One of the challenges that 
NEU was facing was its rigid structure and its heavy control by the Rectorate.  Like CTU 
and HU, all faculty members were requested to take part in quality assurance, renovation 
of teaching methodology, a shift towards credit-based system, and financial mobility, but 
political regulations and underpayment of staff again have extinguished their initiatives.  
It is obvious that there is a mismatch between what happens in reality 
(practice/infrastructure) and staff expectations (theory/superstructure).  Of note is that this 
University has been mandated to become completely self-funding and able to sustain itself 
financially with little or no support from the State since 2005. This expectation has 
created a heavier burden for NEU than is experienced by most other public universities.    
 
8.2. Achieving Change 
 
It is evident that the leadership within each of the three universities investigated wished to 
make radical changes to the governance of their institutions in an effort to respond better 
to the national reform agenda for higher education. If the process of change were being 
implemented in an orderly fashion, the sequence would be, as Becher and Kogan (1980) 
have identified: first there would be changes to the system as a whole, then there would be 
changes at an institutional level, then there would be changes affecting the basic units, and 
finally there would be change and innovation at the individual level. Based on the 
experiences of those interviewed at the three universities investigated, it seems clear that 
the process of achieving change, at least in these universities, has been anything but 
orderly.    
  
In all attempts to achieve institutional change, “resistance is an inevitable” because 
“individuals generally rush to defend status quo if they feel their security or status are 
threatened” (Bolognese, 2002).  In the three universities investigated, the extent of this 
resistance has been amplified by the generally unsatisfactory employment circumstances 
of many members of academic staff with responsibility for implementing change. In 
general, they feel that they lack security in their positions, and that the personal benefits in 
constantly pushing for reform are not commensurate with the high personal costs. Their 
resistance to change is intensified as more pressure for change is forced upon them.  This 
situation is consistent with Folger and Skarlichi’s (1999:25) account of organizational 
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change leading to skepticism and resistance in employees, making it more difficult to 
implement organizational improvements.   
 
In this regard, Glor (2001:1) pointed to three factors that affect the speed with which 
reform occurs within organisations.  These are: the individual’s motivation related to the 
reform, the culture within the workplace as influenced by its external environment, and 
the challenge encountered by change. She argues that these three factors form patterns of 
behaviour in governmental leaders, who are seen as external forces for change, whereas 
senior and middle managers at universities are internal forces to make changes happen. 
Within this environment, public servants – and in this study, university staff – are 
motivated by both “intrinsic and extrinsic motivation” (ibid: 3). In her opinion, intrinsic 
task motivation is achieved through meaning (value of work goal or purpose), competence 
(self-efficacy), self-determination (autonomy in initiation and continuation of work), and 
impact (influence on work outcomes). Extrinsic motivation refers to directions and 
rewards which are subject to “individual, job, work environment, and external 
environments, and identified four motivational techniques: monetary incentives, goal 
setting, job design (all extrinsic) and participation (which could be either intrinsic or 
extrinsic)” (ibid: 3). In other words, intrinsically motivated factors are seen through 
personal belief or needs of systems of the public servant involved including norm-based, 
effectives, rational, commitment to the public interests, civic duty, compassion, self-
sacrifice, self-interest and control (Perry et al, 1993, in Glor, 2001:3) whereas 
extrinsically motivated factors come from productivity, service, and arbitrary rewards and 
goals (p.3). Both intrinsic and extrinsic factors, unfortunately, are largely absent in 
Vietnamese universities’ context. For example, many people at the three universities 
investigated have limited motivation to work. They simply do their daily routine without 
any great effort. When forced by their superiors to carry out institutional reform activities, 
they do so with hesitancy. Their “personal beliefs” on the success of HE reform process 
are non-existent as they do not want to “self-sacrifice” due to the lack of both material and 
spiritual incentives. Whenever doing something, they need to know if such a thing is 
beneficial to them. If not, they just simply refuse to do it, or do it with little care. 
“Working according to payment”, or “like macro policies, like micro management”, as 
indicated by the Vice-Rector of NEU, is commonly found at the three universities 
investigated.     
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In the West, HE reform is closely linked with organizational or corporate culture through 
“the social environment in a work place” (Glor, 2001:5).  The ability to reform refers to 
“the capability for autonomous direction, and action, growing out of individual self-
consciousness, self-identity, values, commitments, knowledge and power” (ibid:5) that is 
shared by the organization’s members. According to Cummings and Huse (1989:421), 
these cultural elements are “generally taken for granted and serve to guide members’ 
perceptions, thoughts, and actions”. The elements of “autonomous direction”, “values, 
commitments, knowledge, and power” as mentioned, however, are absent to most 
Vietnam’s universities.  Due to limited institutional autonomy, knowledge, and shortage 
of resources, university members lack commitments and incentives to the HE reform. 
Although university Rectors and Party Secretaries have high power, they cannot utilize it 
as a dominant tool to impose their authority and force their subordinates to follow. 
Instead, proper roles, structures, and processes are used as a reflection of power and 
authority in organizational culture.  In this domain, Rogers and Eveland (1978:191-192) 
have suggested that the structures to promote the reform process include authority 
structure, centralization, shared governance, communication integration, organizational 
slack and organizational efficacy. Dee (2006:137), on the other hand, proposed a social 
system in public HEIs which includes autonomy and accountability, centralization and 
decentralization, stability and change, and structures and processes. These elements, to a 
certain extent, are visible in the three key universities in Vietnam but the degree of power 
structure, centralization, autonomy, accountability, formalization, communication and 
organizational efficacy remain rigid and not well-embraced to achieve the utmost 
outcomes as expected. The decentralization of CTU to its subordinates, for example, is of 
note. The reallocation of power within its institution is welcomed by its strong Schools 
and Colleges, but not by the weaker ones.  Its administrative departments, on the other 
hand, feel a loss of power because their authority is being taken away and transferred to 
Schools and Colleges.  This situation also applied at HU, where a loss of power and 
benefits by the member universities at the time of the amalgamation to form HU left them 
feeling uncomfortable and resistant to reform. At NEU, middle managers are afraid that 
their positions will be badly affected due to the restructure of this institution to become a 
four-level management model.         
 
Generally, HE reform affects not only the motivation of university staff but also leads to 
direct challenges:  
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At the personal level, they [challenges] are found in the amount of money, time, 
work and psychic energy that would be given or received to implement the 
innovation. Losses or gains might be implied. Losses and gains can be personal, 
involving loss of power, money, status and respect, or they can be public, 
involving failure, career consequences, public scrutiny and/or negative media 
attention. The magnitude of change involved in the innovation also presents a 
challenge to employees. Change, especially change that affects an employee 
personally, is often disruptive (Glor, 2001: 6). 
 
Direct challenges derived from HE reform are evident in the case study universities. One 
of the visible challenges is the tensions between the rectorate boards, middle managers, 
academic and administrative staff. Universities normally want their subordinates to work 
harder to implement the institutional reforms mandated by the State. Unfortunately, many 
staff are not interested in such mandates due to the lack of resources provided by their 
superiors together with rigid management structure and political hierarchy. At HU, for 
example, people are not happy with the political patronage to make it a regional university 
but under the control of MOET. Member universities want to escape the control of HU 
whereas the HU leadership wants to be upgraded to be a national university. In contrast, at 
NEU, key leaders want to re-structure their university to become a four-level management 
model to avoid the current fragmented structure. At CTU, the Rector wants to decentralize 
as much as possible to its subordinate levels but provides insufficient resources and 
authority to them. These tensions and impediments are often disruptive and contentious.  
      
Other types of change also need to be taken into account. Nadler and Tushman (1986: in 
Glor, 2001:6) distinguished the difference between incremental and strategic change. The 
former involves changing pieces or components of the organization and the later involves 
most of the organization’s parts and characteristics. They argued that “strategic change is 
more challenging to the people affected and the organization than incremental change” 
(ibid.). The case studies suggest that the three universities are engaged in strategic change, 
most of their organization parts (universities, faculties, departments, and staff members) 
are involved in the radical reforms mandated by the State. Hickson et al., (1986) 
developed a system of classification of the magnitude of change that relates to the 
perception of staff. They described four degrees of change: status quo, expanded 
reproduction, evolutionary transition and revolutionary transformation: 
While status quo and expanded reproduction are usually concerned with 
operational decisions and produce incremental change, evolutionary transition and 
revolutionary transformation primarily involve strategic and policy decisions and 
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require a shift in the current ways of operating or thinking about the organization’s 
functions. Although status quo does not have much potential to describe 
innovation, some innovations. affect the status quo very little while other 
innovations change it a good deal. Hickson et. al.’s classification provides a 
framework that can be used for thinking about change as predicted and perceived 
by the members of the organization (in Glor, 2001: 6-7). 
   
Table 8.1: Degrees of Organizational Change 
 
Degree of 
Change  
Operational/Strategic 
Level 
Characteristics Examples of 
Case Studies 
Status quo Can be both 
operational and 
strategic 
No change in 
current practice 
No example 
Expanded 
Reproduction 
Mainly operational  Change involves 
producing more of 
the same 
No example 
Evolutionary 
transition 
Mainly strategic Change occurs 
within existing 
parameters of the 
organization (e.g. 
change, but retain 
existing structure, 
technology, etc) 
Change occurred 
within CTU’s 
existing schools 
and colleges, for 
example, CTU’s 
School of 
Medicine and 
Pharmacy was 
mandated by the 
State to separate 
from  CTU in 
2003   
Revolutionary 
change 
Predominantly 
strategic 
Change involves 
shifting/ redefining 
existing 
parameters. 
Structure and 
technology likely 
to change 
- Change 
occurred at HU 
via political 
mandate to be a 
regional 
university 
(amalgamation by 
the State in 1994) 
- NEU intends to 
change from a 
mono-disciplinary 
institution to a 
four-level 
management 
model in 2010 
 
Source: Hickson et al., 1986 in Glor (2001: 7). Examples are added by the author 
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As a consequence, in order to facilitate and overcome challenges and constraints, Bridges 
(1991:3-4) proposed a transition that was made to accommodate the change. As he put in:  
Change is not the same as transition. Change is situational: the new site, the new 
boss, the new team roles, the new policy. Transition is the psychological process 
people go through to come to terms with the new situation. Change is external, 
transition is internal. Unless transition occurs, change will not work. 
 
The transitional period in Vietnam’s HEIs, however, appears rather vague. MOET has 
requested HEIs to rapidly renovate teaching methodology, enhance teaching quality, 
promote scientific research, diversify incomes, shift to a credit-based learning system, and 
carry out quality assurance, but institutional autonomy is limited and accountability is 
absent.  That means internal transition is hindered and unavailable. The transitional period 
thereby does not work out. Barriers and challenges are subsequently inevitable.  
 
8.3. Examination of Theoretical Propositions   
  
In chapter 3, five key propositions (Bleiklie and Kogan, 2006:17-19) for analyzing HE 
governance reform in Vietnam were outlined.  These propositions can now be considered 
in relation to the experiences of the three universities investigated. 
 
8.3.1. “Changes in formal structures (such as higher education reform) and size 
(increased student enrolment) do not necessarily change behaviour or all aspects of 
social relationships as e.g. power and autonomy”.  
 
This proposition is supported in the three case studied universities because HE reform in 
Vietnam seems not to be followed by changes in “behaviour or all aspects of social 
relationships such as power and autonomy” but by the legacy of centralization.  Although 
there are both external and internal pressures for HE reform seen through the rapid 
increase of student enrolment, the national HE system continues to be centrally controlled 
by the State.  Indeed, the State continues to control all aspects of social relationships, 
including power and autonomy. At the national level, power is centrally handled by the 
State via MOET who govern and manage the national education system.  Decree No 
85/2003/ND-CP, dated July 18th 2003 prescribes the roles, tasks, powers, and 
organizational structure of MOET. With regard to the tertiary and post-graduate 
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education, the Decree promulgates that MOET wields significant power over education 
and handles a number of significant tasks including: 
 (1) the promulgation of regulations affecting curriculum; (2) the drafting and 
publishing of text books; (3) enrolment and student management; (4) academic 
assessment procedures and granting of degrees; (5) infrastructure and facility 
maintenance; (6) staffing and personnel in education; (7) developing future 
education plans; and (8) providing proposals to the  Government for the regulation 
of education matters such as scholarships, construction of universities, and 
overseas study (IIE, 2004:4). 
 
MOET also shares responsibilities with the Office of the Government (which is attached 
to the Prime Minister’s Office), MOF and the Ministry of Planning and Investment for a 
number of decisions on policy formulation, target setting, and sectoral financing.  
 
Due to such a wide range of high power, it is evident that the legacy of centralization over 
HEIs has been strengthened. The relationships between MOET and HEIs thereby remain 
superior/subordinate rather than facilitator/supervisor, as seen in many developed 
countries. Interview responses from key leaders of the three key universities together with 
various HE experts in Vietnam support this conclusion.  
In the light of the HE reform launched by the Central Government, the shift from State 
control towards State supervision is slightly stipulated in HERA and Cabinet Resolution 
14-2005.  As section 3e of the Resolution states:  
State management focuses on constructing and monitoring strategic development 
plans; monitoring quality assurance and accreditation; accomplishing legislative 
frameworks; reinforcing inspection; adjusting micro structure and scale of higher 
education, meeting the need of national human resources in particular points of 
time.     
 
This section, however, does not explicitly confirm a transparent shift from State control 
and State supervision.  Instead, what is indicated is that the State will concentrate on 
constructing and monitoring strategic development plan, quality assurance, and legislative 
frameworks.  The term “State supervision” is left open so that one can interpret in his/her 
own ways.  This implies that the State continues to play a crucial role in controlling HE 
system through its “State ownership” and “State stewardship”. At the national level, the 
State makes all-important decisions about training programs, curriculum frameworks, 
enrolment quotas, tuition fees, expenditure norms (for public institutions) and capital 
expenditure (for non-public institutions).  Except for the two national universities, public 
HEIs remain strongly accountable to MOET, as well as to their respective sponsoring 
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ministries or provincial governments. Non-public HEIs remain accountable to MOET for 
approval of their enrolment quotas, training programs and the setting of maximum tuition-
fee levels.       
 
In essence, State supervision means more decentralization and autonomy is given to its 
HEIs. Nevertheless, the move towards more financially self-sufficiency in HEIs indicates 
“a loosening of traditional legal and social ties between HE and government” (Chapman 
and Austin, 2002:10). As Chapman and Austin argued, “interests are in conflicts” because 
not only does “the desire to serve national economics interests brings higher education 
and government into closer alliance” but also “to pull universities and government apart” 
(ibid:11). In Vietnam’s HE system, there is a fear that the State may use the so-called 
socialization, decentralization and autonomy as tacit methods to camouflage HEIs so that 
it does not have to provide sufficient budget and support to universities and colleges. 
NEU is an excellent example of this. This University has been requested to be totally self-
financed to sustain itself – a form of financial autonomy as stipulated by MOET – but it 
must also fulfil all designated tasks mandated by MOET. As a consequence, to maintain 
its operation, NEU must expand and open more and more in-service and distance 
education programs to generate diverse income to compensate for what has been lost, 
which casts it “into precarious financial circumstances in the guise of honouring request 
for autonomy” (Chapman and Austin, 2002:11).  
 
At an institutional level, power is exercised through rectors/presidents and institution-
based party secretaries. Most public HEIs in Vietnam, however, seem incapable of 
exercising institutional autonomy effectively. Many of them have not established 
governing boards yet due to the overlapping roles with the Communist Party. Several 
public universities and colleges are mono-disciplinary (such as NEU). Others, on the 
contrary, are too large and complicated to manage (such as HU). The issue of 
amalgamation of public HEIs is, however, politically sensitive, as it involves the 
aspirations of provincial governments and local municipalities, as well as, of course, the 
interests of some powerful Ministries, and of Rectors. There are, in addition, particular 
problems in trying to achieve the successful amalgamation of institutions that are mono-
disciplinary which are discussed in chapter 6. 
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Impediments to achieve institutional autonomy may also derive from the delay in 
establishing university councils. The roles of university councils, however, need to be 
well-defined so that explicit separation of powers between governing councils, party 
committees and the rectorate boards can be maintained. In this domain, the Charter for 
Higher Education Institutions of 2003 set up a foundation of specifications for the role 
and responsibilities of governing councils and rectors. Matters related to the role of the 
Party, however, are limited because it is even hard for the State or MOET to explicitly 
indicate if the governing board has more power than the party committee or vice-versa 
(note that the Party Committee has supreme power and is promulgated in the Constitution 
as the only leading force of the State and society). According to draft guidelines attached 
to the Revised Charter 2007, the rector is supposed to develop strategic plans and projects 
that are consistent with Party resolutions. The Rector is then to submit these strategic 
plans and projects to the governing council of the institution so that the council can 
“advise the State bureaucracy or rector prior to issuing policies, regulations, curriculum 
and the university’s organizational structure through public debates, discussions, and 
votes”.  This means that the role of the governing board is regulated as an adviser rather 
than a decision-maker as seen in developed countries. If, however, as now occurs in a 
growing number of instances, rectors also perform the role of Party Secretary for their 
institution, then any separation of powers between the Rector and the Party Secretary is 
extinguished.  
 
Concerns about the supreme power of the Party Committee which might distort the 
governing board are increasingly being expressed by the key leaders and external higher 
education experts. If a Party Committee, which is entitled to contribute to institutional 
governance by being represented on a governing council by the Party Committee 
Secretary, is permitted also to exercise a right of veto over decisions made by a governing 
council, then the point in having a governing council with a membership representing a 
wide range of stakeholder interests becomes questionable. These matters are difficult to 
address in Vietnam because the Party is the leading force in the State. One possible 
solution might be for the Party Secretary (but not the Rector) always to be appointed as 
chair of the institution's governing council, with one-half of the remaining members also 
being regular Party committee members. However, if one-half of the remaining members 
are also regular committee members and the Party Secretary is the Chair, then the 
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governing board is essentially controlled by the party committee. This seems odd in 
developed countries but logical in Vietnam.   
 
8.3.2. “The nature and pace of change in higher education systems are affected by 
national socio-political peculiarities”  
 
This proposition is supported in Vietnam’s HE context where the influence of the market 
and/or public authorities has been on the increase. Under both external and internal 
pressures of change to cope with globalization and national economic development, 
Vietnam’s educational leaders are in a hurry to expand the number of students and 
universities to meet the target set for 2010 and 2020 because “massification of enrolments 
reflected state interests in building human capital and enhance economic competitiveness” 
(Dee, 2006:144). In ten years (1998-2008), the number of HEIs has increased to more 
than 360, which is equal to the number of HEIs established in the last 50 years (Hung 
Thuat & Thanh Ha, Tuoitre Newspaper, 16/12/2008) but to date the quality of the training 
provided has not been taken into account.  
 
A consequence of the development of HE from elite to massification has been affected the 
“socio-political peculiarities” in Vietnam only slightly: changes in HE governance are 
largely seen on the surface rather than at the root. Political intervention via the absolute 
leadership of the Party remains dominant at all levels. The most obvious changes can be 
seen in the growth in student enrolment and the rapid establishment of a large number of 
HEIs or upgrading colleges to be universities. Change in institutional autonomy, however, 
is quite modest. Universities are said to be given autonomy but grasped back by the State 
owing to the supreme power of the Party and the stewardship of the State over the HE 
system.  
 
Unlike HE governance in developed countries, where the traditional view of collegial 
academic governance has been strongly attacked by the managerialism that “requires a 
somewhat more hierarchical channel of authority to secure it” (Bleilkie and Kogan, 2006: 
18), stereotypic bureaucratic management is still dominant in Vietnam’s HE system. 
Corporate governance remains alien and absent in Vietnam’s HEIs. The “socio-political 
peculiarities” controlled by Vietnam’s key actors (the Party Committee and the State) 
continue to play a crucial role in shaping the structure and decision-making of Vietnam’s 
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HE governance system: Vietnam’s political practices are that the Party continues to be the 
leading force of the society including HEIs. University Rectors together with Party 
Secretaries are regarded as “kings” of institutions because they collectively share their 
power to control the universities. The case studies of CTU, HU and NEU in chapters 5 to 
7 illustrate the strong influence of political preferences on the HE development both at 
national and institutional level.   
  
8.3.3. “Events outside the realm of national politics such as changes in student 
preferences may affect the higher education system at least as much as national 
policies”  
 
The basis for this proposition is that much of the HE policy is based on the notion that the 
systems are shaped by political decisions and preferences. Preferences, for example, can 
be seen in the form of “educational choices made by young people, the dynamics of 
academic labour markets and academic prestige hierarchies” (Bleiklie and Kogan, 
2006:18). In many developed countries, these preferences act as driving forces to shape 
the State policies and HE. The impacts on globalization and pressure from outside the 
system, for instance, from the World Bank and other international agencies, to a certain 
extent, have affected Vietnam’s HE system. These influences, however, are insufficiently 
leveraged due to the legacy of centralization and lack of institutional autonomy and 
accountability. The case studies suggest that changes in student preferences and external 
pressures do not affect the HE system because no matter what the changes in student 
enrolment and international pressures, the national policies in HE remain largely intact. 
Although the HERA and the central party resolution articulate that institutional autonomy 
is given to HEIs through decentralization, in-line ministries are abolished, quality 
assurance is carried out, and Higher Education Law is issued, the Party and the State still 
wield supreme power to all basic principles of university governance: autonomy, 
accountability, financial stability and quality assurance. Thus events or outside pressures 
do not really affect Vietnam’s HE system at least as much as the national policies.  
 
8.3.4. “Social practices at the organisational and individual levels have changed less 
than formal structural changes may indicate”.  
 
This proposition is based on the assumption that:  
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the way in which reform policies affect behaviour thus depends on at least the 
following factors: the extent to which a policy is clearly identifiable in terms of 
operational goals and tangible policy instruments; the extent to which a policy is 
welcome in terms of compatibility with the values and interests of target groups; 
the extent to which a policy is relevant in terms of how likely it is to affect core 
activities of target groups (Bleiklie and Kogan, 2006:18). 
 
The three case studies demonstrate that both positive and negative changes in HE 
governance largely depend on national policies in terms of “operational goals” and 
“tangible policy instruments”. Unfortunately, the “operational goals” of Vietnam’s HE are 
ambiguous and politically sensitive. The “tangible policy instruments” in terms of 
authority, incentive, capacity, symbolic, hortatory, and learning tools (Bleiklie, 2006) are 
not well placed. The authority tools of the Government appear more bureaucratic, top-
down and rigid; incentive tools are absent; capacity tools remain insufficient; symbolic 
and hortatory tools are not well embraced; and the learning tools are inadequate (these 
tools are further elaborated in section 8.4). Furthermore, due to the “noble notion” of 
“physically grown person” with “red background and good expertise” - as stipulated in 
the Education Law 2005 and other governmental documents - the State policies are 
generally not “welcome in terms of compatibility with the values and interests of target 
groups”. Importantly, the tangible and/ or relevant policies remain silent on institutional 
autonomy, which means that “social practices at the organisational and individual levels 
have changed less than formal structural changes may indicate”. These are demonstrated 
through the three case studies of Vietnamese universities. For example, all of them are 
requested to carry out institutional reform activities but the regulatory frameworks issued 
by State appear unrealistic and inapplicable. Three of them are requested to establish their 
own university councils but only NEU can do it. Unfortunately, this is not a real 
university council - a supreme body of the university – because the Chair is paid and 
controlled by the Rector and Party Committee. 
 
Changes at the institutional and academic level in the case study universities appear to be 
slow because of cultural and economic constraints. As discussed in Chapter 3, North 
(1990) described, institutional change as made up of two interdependent relationships: 
formal and informal constraints – in Witte's (2000) terms: regulatory and cultural features. 
According to North, informal constraints are more difficult to change than formal 
constraints and therefore can be considered as an impediment to rapid adaptation. Within 
the context of Vietnam’s HEIs, informal constraints seem to prevail over formal ones 
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because faculty and administrative staff members have been moulded in their behaviour, 
cultural values, social norms, and traditions for decades and it is hard for them to change 
without proper governance and management mechanisms, together with adequate 
resource support.   
 
In addition, concern about how actors are influenced by institutions rather than how 
institutions influence actors (Maytnz and Scharpf, 1995, 1997) is not well embraced 
because Vietnam’s HEIs continue to be centrally controlled by a single political actor 
rather than “a plurality of actors”. In Vietnam, only one single political actor shapes the 
HE governance system whereas “modes of interaction” are absent. The “modes of   
interaction” including both “non-cooperative game” and “cooperative game’’ (when 
strategies are chosen by negotiated agreement) or as “voting game” (when strategies are 
determined by majority rule) or as “hierarchical game” (when strategies of one or more 
actors can be determined by the unilateral choice of another actor)” (Scharpf, 1997:45) are 
not well-placed. The case studies suggest that only “non-cooperative game” together with 
“hierarchical game” operate in Vietnam’s HE context. That is, Rectors and Party 
Committees take absolute power in decision-making. Conflict-solving through four levels 
of “unilateral action, negotiation, voting or hierarchical determination” (Scharpf, 1997) 
remains absent. Instead, public organizations, including HEIs, in Vietnam function more 
as robots following monitors’ instructions for solving optimization problems (a top-down 
process). That public universities could be “organized anarchies” (Cohen, March and 
Olsen, 1972) and “loosely coupled” (Weick, 1976) organizations remain undiscussed in 
Vietnam. As a result, the prevailing model is more bureaucratic and centralized than a 
“garbage can model” of organizational choice, as proposed by Cohen et al., (1972) and 
further developed by Kongdon (1995). This model functions like “a garbage can into 
which various kinds of problems and solutions are dumped by participants as they are 
generated. The mix of garbage in a single can depends on the mix of cans available, on 
the labels attached to the alternative cans, on what garbage is currently being produced, 
and on the speed with which garbage is collected and removed from the scene” (Cohen, et 
al., 1972:2). Garson (1998) simplified this model by explaining that “with the precise mix 
determining discussion outcomes”, it may reflect how many decision areas are handled by 
the organization, how people have access to the organization, and how the organization's 
level or resources, time, energy, and attention are taken into account. This means that the 
outcomes of conflict solving in the mix of garbage including problems, solutions, 
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participants, and the participants’ resources in the can and how it is processed can be 
achieved. In this regard, Kingdon (1995:86) emphasized that “people work on problem 
only when a particular combination of problem, solution, and participants in a choice 
situation makes it possible”. However, the case studies of three key universities suggest 
that no such combination exists in Vietnam to make HE governance reform possible.  For 
example, when tensions arise within an institution or when the relationships between 
HEIs and the State become tense, hierarchical determinations prevail rather than people 
working together on the problem to reach a solution.  
 
8.3.5. Processes of change at the level of national policy, within an academic 
institutions and disciplinary groups, are only partially co-ordinated   
 
This proposition is based on the argument that:   
changes within these fields of social action are, like tectonic plates, driven by 
different forces. It is thus an open question how and to what extent academic 
institutions and practices are affected by major policy changes. This depends on 
the extent to which the changes are welcomed by, relevant to, moulded and 
absorbed by academic institutions and practices. Conversely, academic disciplines 
and their development may for instance be formed by processes such as academic 
drift that may go unheeded by national political actors  (Bleiklie, 2006:19). 
 
This proposition adds more flesh to proposition 8.3.4 where “changes are driven by 
different forces”. As Clark (1983) points out, there are three sets of co-ordinating forces 
including academic oligarchy, state authority, and market which potentially at least shape 
HE. The case study universities, however, suggest that the primary force shaping 
Vietnam’s HE system is the State and political leaders. Voices of academia are not 
listened to. A free market is said to exist but in a more socialist orientation and with 
highly political intervention. In other words, the coordination mechanism between 
“professional-collegial; governmental-managerial; and market” in Vietnam’s HE (Kogan 
and Marton, 2006:73) are not well-established.  Therefore, the extent to which academic 
institutions and practices are affected by major policy changes remains insignificant. 
Changes stipulated by the State and institutional leaders of the three Vietnamese 
universities are not welcomed, resulting in the moulded behaviours which many 
institutional middle managers and staff members have been accustomed to for decades. In 
reality, Vietnam’s national political actors are well aware of considerable challenges that 
universities are facing but they seem to ignore the current practices and do not focus on 
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the core principle of good university governance, that is, institutional autonomy and 
accountability. Autonomy is stipulated in the Education Law of 2005 and Higher 
Education Charter of 2003 but it does not come out in practice due to the centralized 
control of the Party and the State. As a result, political leaders just simply impose their 
political ideology, party resolutions, and national HE reform and mandate universities to 
implement them. In some special circumstances, however, these practices are largely 
ignored. In an interview reported in VietnamNet on 15/10/2008, Madam Tran Thi Ha, 
Director of Higher Education Department of MOET said: “Vietnamese universities do 
have autonomy. They have freedom in identifying their own admission quotas, 
curriculum, and personnel, etc. The Ministry of Education and Training just simply 
inspects, supervises, and blows whistles needed”. The outcomes from the three case 
studies, however, suggest that her assertion remains opposite to the current practice. As a 
result, “processes of change at the level of national policy, within an academic institutions 
and disciplinary groups, are only partially co-ordinated”.  
 
8.4. Relevance of Bleiklie’s Tools of Policy Design to Governance of Higher 
Education in Vietnam 
 
Bleiklie (2006:43-47) discusses changes in policy design through the authority 
instruments employed, namely authority tools, incentive tools, capacity tools, symbolic 
and hortatory tools, and learning tools. These tools are relevant to a consideration of HE 
governance in Vietnam both at national and institutional levels.   
 
At the national level, authority tools in Vietnam are over-controlled by the State. MOET 
controls the HE regulatory frameworks and determines crucial issues such as “the degree 
structure, examinations, and the obligations of the academic faculty” (Bleiklie, 2006: 42). 
Authority tools are available through “greater autonomy” and “decentralization”. “Greater 
autonomy” and “decentralization”, however, remain contradictory: they are in policies but 
not in practice because the State centrally monitors self-governance of HEIs. At an 
institutional level, following the State policies, senior leaders at CTU, for example, forced 
subordinates to adopt a “half-way” decentralization in which sufficient resources and 
proper support for the implementation of decentralization are not well provided. At NEU, 
on the other hand, the Rector continues to centrally control his university leading to 
several controversial decisions about the organizational structure and high level of 
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intervention. Decentralization is absent at NEU. At HU, the situation is complicated due 
to increasing tension between HU and its member universities. As previously mentioned, 
HU itself wants to escape MOET’s control by becoming a national university. Its member 
universities, however, want to escape from HU’s control because they do not want their 
status to be downgraded and underdeveloped.      
 
Incentive tools in Vietnam via tangible payoffs, research money, tenured or untenured 
academic positions (Bleiklie, 2006) are available but quite limited. At the national level, 
wages for staff members set by the State are too low. The most recent national minimum 
salary rate set is VND 540,000 per month plus a co-efficient number and working years of 
experience. This modest amount is insufficient for even a single person. In addition, 
research funding resources are also inadequate. Funds are allocated at different levels: 
national, ministerial, institution and faculty. Accordingly, each research topic level 
receives a different rate of budget but this amount is never sufficient for positive research 
outcomes. The three case studies suggest that due to over-complicated financial 
expenditure procedures regulated by the MOF together with high teaching load, very few 
staff members are interested in doing research. In addition, staff take advantage of this as 
a good excuse for their ignorance to research. Another factor is that being in tenured or 
untenured administrative and academic positions does not guarantee a better life for 
university staff. According to the Ministry of Internal Affairs’ regulations, every 4-5 years 
of working, salaries of staff members are subject to a one-level increase. However, each 
level of increase is only about VND 100,000/ month (less than USD $8). That salaries are 
paid on the basis of working years rather on personal job performance works against staff 
performing at their maximum capability. At the institutional level, in addition to the 
salaries provided by the State, teaching staff are encouraged to supplement their incomes 
by participating in teaching at in-service centers, doing scientific research, transferring 
know-how, signing contracts with local authorities and business enterprises. These 
sources greatly help them maintain their living standard. Administrative staff members, 
however, normally earn less income than teaching staff because they do not normally take 
part in teaching activities. As a result, to maintain themselves, they generally use their 
office working hours to do their own businesses. Incentives to improve their daily 
performance are absent. That teaching staff members have to teach too many hours, and 
administrative staff spend more time and energy on outside jobs rather than their main 
employment, suggest that incentive tools are not working. As mentioned in chapter 3, the 
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principal-agent problem in which a principal hires an agent to perform a certain task and 
the agent gets paid according to task performance seems to be closely linked with 
incentive tools. However, in the case study universities, there is not pay according to 
performance and no incentive to improve performance. 
 
Like incentive tools, capacity tools are available in Vietnam but the resources provided 
remain inadequate and unequally allocated. According to MOET, 20% of national budget 
is allocated for education (from kindergarten to post graduates), however, only 15.7% of 
the education budget is reserved for HE. At the national level, MOET (via MOF) allocates 
state budget to HEIs to maintain their operation. However, there are alarming concerns 
about the budget allocation. For example, NEU is one of five universities across the 
country ordered to be totally self-financed. This creates a heavy burden for NEU because 
it has to carry out all the tasks mandated by MOET due to its State budget is largely 
reduced to zero. Due to such an inappropriate policy, universities have to struggle to 
survive because on average, each university receives around 40% of state budget which is 
insufficient to maintain daily operation. To generate income, universities seek different 
financial sources of which tuition fees are most important. Unfortunately, the State fixes 
the flat rate of tuition fees and HEIs cannot do anything against this strict policy. In 
addition, HEIs have to reserve 40% of tuition fees for their infrastructure development 
and paying for merit-based students and students in need. These restrictions lead to more 
financial constraints for universities. As a result, universities must expand their distance 
and in-service classes with the hope of compensating for what has been lost and/or taken 
away by the State. Teaching staff members become overloaded and have very little time 
for professional development and scientific research. Thus the absence of effective 
capacity and incentive tools has kept university staff members from improving their 
teaching and research.  
 
Misuse of budget allocation and income generation is another concern. At the national 
level, the State budget (including salary, teaching, research, daily operation) is allocated 
to universities on the basis of staff and student number and the state target. However, 
several HEIs make use of their “close relationships” with the Department of Finance of 
MOET to get additional funding. At institutional level, no one knows exactly how income 
generated from different sources (tuition fees, fees, sales of educational products, 
research, grants) are used within universities because rectors and heads of financial 
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departments normally do not want to release these confidential statistics. Examples of this 
can be seen in Professor Nguyen Xuan Han’s assessment (VietnamNet, 17/82007). Of 
course, universities have their own internal financial handbooks and all expenses must be 
based on this handbook guidance. However, as was raised in discussions with external HE 
experts, the issue is that several universities in Vietnam have two parallel accounting 
systems: one for official auditing and one for unofficial use make the financial system 
more complicated and rigid.   
 
Symbolic and hortatory tools in Vietnam are identical to cultural tools as they are based 
on people’s shared beliefs and values. At the national level, the State encourages HEIs to 
develop a sense of shared governance in which everyone can contribute ideas to his/her 
university. At an institutional level, however, shared governance is largely ignored 
because rectors and Party secretaries do not take it seriously. Owing to the State’s heavily 
centralized system and bureaucratic control, shared beliefs and values within Vietnam’s 
HEIs are very vague. Staff members are allowed to speak out but it is unlikely that their 
voices are heard because all important decisions are already made by the rectorate and 
party committee. The outcomes from the three university case studies indicate the lack of 
trust and understanding between the state and universities and within university’s multiple 
levels.  
 
In Vietnam, learning tools are utilized by a targeted group of educational leaders to 
improve HE’s performance and to deal with the possible decline in public funding and of 
scare resources. In this regard, the State encourages HEIs to enhance institutional 
effective management via the corporate enterprise concept and the new public 
management, but Vietnam’s current rigid HE system does not promote this type of 
management. To cope with shortage of resources, both the State and universities promote 
the application of strategic plans, evaluation, and QA. At the national level, the State (via 
MOET) issued interim regulations for quality assurance in late 2004 and mandated 
universities to follow these. Criteria and standards for QA, however, are just consistent 
with Vietnamese standards, not international ones. At an institutional level, the people in 
charge of QA programs are not well-paid, do not have expertise, and thereby are not 
interested in implementing such important projects. Specifically, QA has little meaning to 
the universities because even if weaknesses are found, universities have very limited 
resources to improve themselves – as was evidenced in the interview responses in the 
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three case studies. In addition, universities have to design strategic plans comprising 
“goals, missions, statements, activity plans, and budgets” but these plans must be based 
on the Party Resolution. Also, their strategic plans do not receive rational feedback and 
evaluation to make them a real learning tool. No proper feedback on the institutional 
strategic plans is received because these plans are generally approved by MOET without 
many specific amendments. In particular, a large number of universities usually attempt 
ambitious projects and ask for huge budget to implement their strategic plans. For 
example, NEU wants to be on the top of 500 world- leading universities and CTU wants 
to be on the top 200 in Asia by 2020. Unfortunately, no one knows exactly where, what 
and how to get the huge amount of money to implement their strategic plans. In addition, 
CTU needs VND 5,900 billion to carry out its strategic plan to 2020 whereas NEU needs 
at least VND 800-1,000 billion to build its training center. The State cannot allocate 
sufficient budget to HEIs due to the national shortage of finance, and, when asked, all 
three external HE experts agreed that many Vietnamese universities’ leaders are only 
good at numeracy and imagination. They further noted that educational forecast remains 
difficult even for the most experienced and qualified experts. As a result, there are very 
few university leaders in Vietnam able to design proper strategic plans which suit their 
universities’ current capability, consistent with a less developed economy country like 
Vietnam.  
 
8.5. Changing Institutions in Vietnam’s Higher Education   
 
Of Becher and Kogan (1980; 1992)’s four levels of authority in HE, namely central 
authorities, institutions, basic units, individual academics from a discussion with an 
external HE expert, in Vietnam’s HE system, basic units and individual academics are the 
weakest. Indeed, all powerful and controlling authorities are in the hands of the State 
(MOET and line-ministries), followed by institutions and faculties. Individual professors 
and senior lecturers enjoy almost no freedom and privileges for their teaching and 
research (except those in charge of managing their institutions). Annually, universities 
receive a certain amount of budget (approximately 40% of the total expenditure and this 
amount varies from one university to another) from their superior ministries to maintain 
their institutional operation. The central university has power to control and allocate the 
budget received to their academic faculties and departments. Relationships between 
Rectorate Boards and faculties normally are tense. This is especially the case in the 5 
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universities out of 360 Vietnam’s HEIs, including NEU, that are requested to be self-
financing - that is their budget is annually cut off down to zero – where there are very 
tense relationships between the State and the HEIs.   
 
The popular management style in the case study universities at present remains 
bureaucratic, hierarchical and rigid. The new managerialism/neo-liberalism approach has 
not been fully introduced yet due to the absence of accountability through the governing 
board. Instead, the Party committee plays the role of the university council who, in 
principle, can veto any decisions made by the Rector. As previously discussed, the Party 
committee is entitled to have the supreme power and absolute leadership all aspects of 
universities, especially in personnel and strategic plans.  
 
If authority at the national/ministerial level is strongest, followed by the institutional level, 
a question arises: where are the drivers of change within universities? If an academic 
heartland is rarely found and institutional autonomy is absent, how can universities enact 
HE reform? A possible answer from discussion with external HE experts is that they find 
themselves nowhere in the system. One of the assumptions for change in three key 
universities comes from both pressure from within the system, such as changes in the 
preferences or beliefs systems of key actors, and pressure for change from outside the 
system, such as changing environmental conditions that threaten the system’s resource 
base. Apparently, the pressures for change from the outside (international donors/global 
integration) have had an impact on the Government of Vietnam.  
 
One of the pressures for change from the outside has been the introduction of Western QA 
system into Vietnam’s HE. Funded by the World Bank and other international 
organization, Vietnam’s Government has a strong commitment to the reform of its HE 
system, including QA. The way three key universities reform themselves through QA, 
however, remain imperfect and “half-way” – a preferred term by most Vietnamese 
university key members interviewed in this study. There are several reasons for this 
phenomenon. The most widely acceptable reason is the absence of a quality assurance 
culture in Vietnam’s HE system, where the result of quality assurance is for ranking rather 
than for improving. Specifically, as discussed, quality assurance reveals institutional 
weaknesses but suitable responses and how to get sufficient resources (finance and 
personnel) to improve universities are still unanswerable.  
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Another manifestation of change under external pressure is in curriculum development. 
This is done through “imported curriculum” in the areas of natural sciences from 
internationally recognized universities. To date, ten universities across the country have 
been chosen for importing and teaching these advanced curricula including the three 
universities studied here. For example, CTU imports advanced curriculum in bio-
technology; and NEU in Western economics. This signifies a “flexible escape” from the 
curriculum framework of MOET (actually by the Central Cabinet) which universities are 
mandated to follow. Imported curricula for social sciences, especially politics and history, 
though, are not on the agenda of Vietnam’s political leaders. This is opposite to 
curriculum reform in Eastern European universities where new disciplines such as 
political science, sociology, cultural anthropology, management, marketing, public 
administration are introduced with the hope to  “overcome suspicion” of social science 
courses as traditionally overloaded with material on such topics as scientific communism 
and Marxist-Leninist philosophy (Brennan, 2005:57). 
 
In parallel with external pressure for change, internal pressure for change within the three 
key universities has increased. In the absence of institutional autonomy and tight 
management for decades, the universities investigated and several independent groups of 
HE experts have called for an open management mechanism and institutional autonomy. 
This is a form of struggling to get back what universities should have possessed. These 
protests, however, require further effort and patience as the State only gives partial 
freedom (mainly in financial expenditure) to universities which leads to a lack of trust 
between the State and HEIs. If a barrier to institutional autonomy in Eastern Europe lies in 
the practice of “doing your own thing if you can get away with it” via “the co-existence of 
lengthy lists of other laws that attempt to describe the curriculum, staffing, promotions, 
student admissions, assessments, etc” (Brennan, 2005:58), impediments to institutional 
autonomy in the case study universities may result in the political fear that universities 
will get out of the control of the State. Accountability is seen as a buffer mechanism 
through the establishment of university councils but this has not worked out yet due to the 
overlapping roles with the party committees (the case of CTU and HU) and the control of 
the rectorate board and Party committee over the university council (the case of NEU). 
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8.6. Concluding Remarks 
 
The discussions of the three case studies in this chapter suggest that Vietnam’s HE 
governance reform in these institutions is:  
 
1. A complex process with enormous tensions and challenges at both national and 
institutional levels in terms of relationships and beneficial arrangements. 
2.  A HE system with limited institutional autonomy and accountability 
3. A mismatch in trying to develop an internationally competitive HE system in a 
less developed country and continuing of centralized planning  
 
The following chapter evaluates changes in Vietnam’s HE governance system over the 
last decade as viewed through the lens of the three case studies. It then provides some 
basic suggestions to both national and institutional leaders based on the findings from the 
case studies, and ends with a conclusion.  
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CHAPTER IX 
 
CONCLUSION  
 
This chapter concludes reporting of the investigation.  Its focus is the extent of change in 
the reform of the governance of higher education in Vietnam, as seen from the perspective 
of the recent experiences of three key universities. The chapter provides a review of the 
investigation, a discussion of the nature, extent and impediments to reform within the 
three universities selected as case studies, and a consideration of implications of the 
investigation both in terms of relevant higher education policy literature and in terms of 
future investigations concerning higher education governance in Vietnam.           
 
9.1. Review of the Investigation 
 
As indicated in Chapter 1, the problem addressed in this investigation concerns the 
reasons for the slow rate of progress in reforming the governance of the HE system in 
Vietnam. Despite Government policy directives aimed at achieving reform in this regard, 
little progress appears generally to have been made.  The reasons for the lack of progress 
have to date been a matter for speculation.  In this investigation, an attempt was made to 
explore in a systematic way, through an in-depth analysis of the experiences of three key 
universities, the reasons for the slowness in the reform of the governance of the system.  
 
Chapter 2 introduced a range of policy issues relating to the question of reform of the 
governance of Vietnam’s higher education system. They included: a legacy of 
centralization, the absence of institutional autonomy, the complexity of legislative and 
regulatory frameworks, the centralized nature of institutional governance structures, the 
prominence of the role of rector, the weakness of existing provisions for quality 
assurance, financial constraints, generally unsophisticated nature of regulatory provisions 
for the non-public sector, and cultural factors.   
 
A conceptual framework within which the problem for investigation might be understood 
was introduced in Chapter 3. Works by Kogan and Bleiklie (2006), North (1990), Witte 
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(2004) and Maytnz and Schaprf (1995, 1997), Schaprf (1997) were identified as providing 
insights that would inform the investigation conceptually. 
 
Chapter 4 provided details about the design and method of the investigation.  This chapter 
outlined the key characteristics of an interpretive analytical framework, involving an 
ethnographic study of the question of governance reform at three case study universities.  
This chapter also introduced important ethical considerations related to the collection of 
data for the investigation.   
 
Chapters 5, 6 and 7 reported respectively on in-depth case studies conducted at CTU, HU, 
and NEU. The focus in these chapters was on how these three leading universities in 
Vietnam has dealt with the issue of the reform of HE governance. Key guiding questions 
for these case studies included:  (i) what is the context? (iii) what are the pressures for 
change, and what are the challenges in implementing reform of institutional governance 
and management? (iii) are these institutions ready for reform of their governance 
structures and processes? (iv) what have been the effects to date of attempts to implement 
the Government’s reform agenda for reform of the governance of the HE system?   
 
In Chapter 8, themes emerging from the case studies were identified and discussed, 
drawing on conceptual perspectives provided by Kogan and Bleiklie (2006) on HE, North 
(1990), Maytnz and Schaprf (1995, 1997), Schaprf (1997),  Witte (2004), among others.  
Consistent with an interpretive analytical framework, no attempt was made in this 
discussion to generalise beyond the three case studies by making inferences about the HE 
system at large.  It was suggested, however, that an examination of the experiences of the 
three universities concerned does generate insights that could well be applicable to the 
system as a whole.   
 
This final chapter returns to the central focus of the thesis, that is, the reasons for the slow 
rate of progress in reforming the governance of HE in Vietnam. The chapter also 
addresses the contribution made by this investigation to the literature of HE governance in 
Vietnam, and it suggests some points of departure for follow-up research.          
 
9.2. The Slow Pace of Implementing Governance Reform 
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This investigation was instigated against a background of very slow progress being made 
in terms of reform of the way in which HE in Vietnam is governed.  Since 2000, for 
example, the extent of decentralization of decision-making authority within the system 
has increased by only a very small amount, and the extent of any increase in institutional 
autonomy has been almost imperceptible. The State remains firmly in control of the HE 
system, and HEIs remain generally under tight control by Rectors and Party Committees. 
This situation is surprising because over recent years the Government has, through 
various resolutions, decisions and directives, consistently expressed its commitment to 
having a more decentralised system, and one in which there is far more institutional 
autonomy. In 2005, in the HERA39, for example, the Government made a commitment to 
conferring on HEIs in Vietnam “legal autonomy in their operations, giving them the right 
to decide and be responsible for training, research, human resource management and 
budget planning”. It also made a commitment to “eliminate line-ministry control and 
develop a mechanism for having State ownership represented within public higher 
education institutions”, to “ensure community-based monitoring and evaluation, involving 
unions and community groups especially in monitoring and evaluating higher education 
quality as it relates to career orientation”, and to “focus State management on the 
implementation of the development strategy and on the development of a quality 
assurance and accreditation control for higher education; improve on the legislative and 
regulatory environment; accelerate the State's stewardship role in monitoring and 
inspecting the overall structure and scale of higher education, in order to satisfy the 
current and future demands of the country's labour force”.  The question is, then: why is 
the pace of implementation of these reforms so slow? 
 
An indication of the slowness of reform is provided when criteria identified by Kogan and 
colleagues (2006:168) for locating a particular system in terms of its managerial 
progressiveness are applied to Vietnam’s HE system. When considered in relation to 
various of these criteria, the State in 2009 is at least as regulatory, interventionist and 
bureaucratic with regard to the HE system as it was in 2000, and most public HEIs are no 
less bureaucratic, centralized and dependent on policy directives from ministries in 2009 
than they were in 2000. 
 
                                                
39 Resolution No. 14/2005/NQ-CP, dated November 2, 2005. 
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The experiences of the three key universities selected for intensive case studies are 
instructive in this regard. All three of the universities are still struggling with the 
bureaucratic and centralized management system imposed by the State (via MOET and in-
line ministries), who controls almost all aspects of university governance. Universities 
themselves just have a little freedom in their expenditure, other crucial affairs such as 
freedom in personnel, student admission, curriculum, QA, and budget are strictly 
monitored by the State. As a result, universities’ rectors and presidents find these issues 
difficult to deal with, leading to constant tensions within their own institutions. Conflicts 
occur between the universities’ managers and subordinates who were mandated to 
implement the governance reform generally accepting to carry it out, but only with 
hesitancy and little care. Even worse, many staff resist taking part in the reform due to the 
absence of sufficient resources and the lack of shared belief and trust within the 
universities. As mentioned in the case study chapters, CTU has difficulties in achieving 
positive outcomes due to the leadership style provided by the Rector; HU faces a strongly 
federated structure of member universities (four-level management model) whereas NEU 
encounters pressures of being completely self-funded. It is likely that there is a balance 
between the internal and external environment in terms of being a source of blockages to 
progress. Blockages from both internal environment (the institutional level) and external 
environment (the national level) result in inadequate resources being provided and the 
lack of beliefs and trust between the universities and the State and within the universities’ 
hierarchical levels. Importantly, due to the centralized and bureaucratic management 
model in which things need to be done via instructions, directives, and permissions from 
high level of state authority – the three universities find themselves stagnated. The 
“reserved” process, where the influence moves the other way round from the bottom-up 
(State supervision) which is advocated by several HE scholars, is not seen: “Like macro 
policy, like micro management” as remarked by a Vice-Rector of NEU.  
  
It is interesting in this regard to contrast developments in Vietnam with developments in 
continental Europe, where during the past two decade there has been a phase of 
significant national reforms aimed at establishing greater consistency in governance 
models across national boundaries. Musselin (2005:72-73) has identified two related 
processes.  First, there was a trend towards providing increased institutional autonomy, in 
compensation for the fact that new tasks and responsibilities were devolved to 
universities, as well as new accountabilities. This trend went along with the emergence of 
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a professional class of executive managers in universities, comparable in style if not 
entirely in remuneration, to a professional class of corporate managers developing in the 
world of business.  In the process, universities developed a capacity for determining their 
own strategic visions and implementing their own policies within general frameworks 
established by governments. As Musselin (2005:71) indicates, this trend was the 
consequence of a tendency for public authorities to withdraw from the direct management 
of university affairs. Second, there was a redefinition of university-state relationships, 
characterized by the State withdrawing not only from its traditional role of producing 
rules and controlling institutions but also from its traditional role of protecting public 
universities from competition and of being the major source of financial support for 
public universities. 
 
Some aspects of these trends may be seen in Vietnam. Public HEIs are being challenged 
by the State’s willingness to encourage the development of a self-funding non-public (or 
private) HE sector. These institutions are also being forced to rely more and more on non-
public sources of funding, particularly student tuition fees and the sale of research 
services.  At the same time, however, there is no clear evidence in Vietnam that the State 
is withdrawing from direct management of its public universities. The experience of the 
three universities that were case studies for the present investigation suggests that the 
State has remained dominant in terms of producing the blueprints to be followed by 
individual universities. Furthermore, except for recent efforts to provide rectors with 
specialised training programs intended to expose them to university management practices 
from the West, there is no evidence of the conscious development in Vietnam of an 
executive management culture in Vietnam’s public HE sector.  Rectors continue to be 
appointed according to traditional bureaucratic considerations relating to experience, 
seniority, affinity with Party ideology and predictability.     
 
Vietnam remains, of course, different from most other national systems because of the 
role of the Party.  The Party Committee of a HEI has the potential to affect the operation 
of every aspect of an institution (see Appendix E).  Consistent with the Constitution, the 
Party provides supreme leadership, both in relation to the HE system as a whole and in 
relation to each HEI.  It is a unifying element in Vietnamese society, but it can also be a 
conservative element. As a consequence of its importance, all resolutions of a Party 
Committee are binding on a HEI, regardless of the expertise of Party Committee 
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members.  Furthermore, a Party Committee is seldom accountable for its decisions, except 
possibly in ways that are not transparent, yet, if its decisions result in major mistakes, the 
rector concerned can be held to account. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that many 
rectors are willing also to be the Party Secretaries for their institutions.   
  
University governance normally reflects aspects of its social-political context, and, in the 
case of Vietnam’s experience of university governance, the reflection is quite strong.  The 
political system in Vietnam is firmly based on collectivist values, which are then firmly 
applied by a powerful central body.  The governance of universities in Vietnam reflects 
this arrangement in many ways. The voices of individual Party members inform the 
development of an institution-based Party policy.  It is then expected that a rector will 
rigorously enforce the Party policy. In most HEIs, however, active Party members 
comprise a minority of all academic and administrative staff.  The recommendations of a 
Party Committee may, therefore, not reflect the views of all members of staff.    
 
9.3. Implications for Policy 
 
The Government has expressed its commitment to change in Vietnam’s HE system.  In 
the preamble to HERA, for example, it is stated that:  
It is necessary to overcome many weaknesses and shortcomings in sector 
management, system structure, higher education institution network, training 
process, teaching and learning methodology, teaching staff, education managers, 
and resource use, as well as corruption in exams and degree issuance and other 
education activities.  
 
Regarding reform of governance of the system, what, then, needs to be done?  In light of 
the recent experience of the three universities that provided case studies for this 
investigation, the following proposals are advanced.    
 
9.3.1. Increasing Institutional Autonomy 
  
HEIs in Vietnam need far more institutional autonomy.  While official policy favours 
“decentralisation of management to local agencies”,40 HEIs do not, in fact, have much 
institutional autonomy. This situation is evident from the case studies. For example, all 
three universities are not allowed to determine the rate of tuition fees, admission quotas, 
                                                
40 Law No. 38/2005/QH11, adopted by the National Assembly on June 14, 2005, Article 14. 
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and personnel recruitment (especially to senior people). In addition, their strategic plans 
must base on institutional Party Resolutions and guidance from the Party Committee. 
Crucially, both CTU and HU have not established their university councils yet due to the 
overlapping roles with the Party Committee; NEU has established its university council 
but this council has no real power and the Chair is paid by NEU’s Rector.       
 
Over recent years, there have been initiatives to increase their levels of autonomy, but 
these have either been modest in scope, for example, MOET delegating some of its 
financial decision-making responsibilities to the universities and colleges under its line-
management control in response to a Government directive,41 or not very effective, for 
example, the Prime Minister requiring universities and colleges to establish their own 
governing councils. The current situation remains one in which the State makes all the 
important decisions – about training programs, curriculum frameworks, enrolment quotas, 
tuition fees, expenditure norms (for public-sector institutions) and capital expenditure (for 
public-sector institutions). Except for the two national universities42, public-sector HEIs 
remain strongly accountable to MOET, as well as to their respective sponsoring ministries 
or provincial governments.       
 
The decision announced in HERA to confer legal autonomy on public HEIs represents a 
significant policy shift in Vietnam. What is now needed is for this decision to be 
implemented.  Ideally, legal autonomy for public HEIs would translate into meaningful 
levels of substantive autonomy (being able to decide on their own academic goals and 
programs) and procedural autonomy (being able to decide how they should utilise their 
resources) (Berdahl, 1990: 171-72).   
 
The concept of institutional autonomy is not widely understood in Vietnam, however, and 
there has been a marked tendency to interpret it as referring only to a decentralisation of 
accountability for the management of resources.  In the Education Law of 2005, for 
example, Article 14 provides that the State will “implement decentralisation of 
management to local agencies and enhance the autonomy and accountability of grassroots 
education establishments”.  It is evident throughout the Law, however, that this provision 
                                                
41 Decree no. 10/2002/ND-CP, and Inter-ministerial Circular no. 21/2003/TTLT-BTC&BGD-BNV. 
42 These two universities have autonomy in curriculum matters, though, in practice, they do not appear to 
exercise it very widely.  They also have far more autonomy than other public-sector institutions in relation 
to their expenditure decisions. 
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was not intended to provide HEIs with the freedom to decide for themselves on matters 
related to their academic goals and programs (that is, substantive autonomy),43 and it was 
only in a restricted sense that they were being permitted to decide on how they should 
allocate their resources (that is, procedural autonomy).   
 
There is a suspicion in Vietnam that institutional autonomy for universities and colleges 
could result in an unconstrained pursuit of self-interest by these institutions, resulting in a 
loss of influence by the State over the directions they take.  There is, therefore, a need for 
the “the paradox of accountability and autonomy” (Dee, 2006:137) to be more widely 
addressed.  One approach is by having regard to “dialectical perspectives” (Dee, 2006: 
138).  These stress the interdependence between groups with different sets of interests.  
Table 9.1 provides details of Dee’s conception of the difference between a “functionalist” 
and a “dialectical” perspective on the matter of accountability and autonomy. 
 
Table 9.1 Comparing Functionalist and Dialectical Perspectives (Dee, 2006: 139) 
 
 Functionalist Perspectives Dialectical Perspectives 
Conceptualization 
of accountability 
and autonomy  
Accountability and 
autonomy as oppositions; 
additional increments of 
one variable diminish the 
other 
Accountability and 
autonomy as mutually 
supportive constructs; 
additional increments 
of one variable may 
strengthen the other 
Campus-State 
relationships 
“Drawing a line” between 
campus and state; 
maintaining appropriate 
boundaries 
Building connections 
between campuses and 
state governments 
Policy goal Finding a “midpoint” 
between accountability 
and autonomy 
Maintaining high levels 
of both accountability 
and autonomy 
Social cognition of 
policy actors 
Social construction of 
separate interests, “either-
or” thinking 
Social construction of 
shared commitments, 
“both-and” thinking 
 
 
Within this context, the State and university leaders are encouraged to take “both-and” 
rather than “either-or” approaches into consideration (Spender and Kessler, 1995, in Dee, 
                                                
43 In Article 41 of the Law, for example, MOET's role in "compiling and ratifying curricula used at 
universities" is enshrined – which is contrary to the ideal of a substantive autonomy. 
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2006) when dealing with institutional autonomy and accountability. The reason is that 
campus leaders may think “either-or” appears to be “an intrusive constraint” on their 
university autonomy whereas the State issues policy mandates for accountability without 
consulting the institutional leaders’ ideas. Dee’s prescription of a dialectical perspective is 
too ambitious for the current situation of the case study universities. Experiences of these 
universities suggest that without control (accountability), the universities may go too far, 
for instance, taking commercialized enrolment, excessive tuition fees (the case of HU and 
NEU), or even privatization (the case of NEU). Therefore, it is advisable for the 
universities to “remain accountable to policy priorities” and the State to “give the 
institutions discretion to demonstrate accountability in ways that are consistent with their 
unique campus missions” (Dee, 2006:138). Also, experiences of the case studies suggest 
that if the focus of the three key universities is more on “dialectical” perspective, with 
“accountability and autonomy as mutually supportive constructs” and “both-and” 
approach as mentioned, both the State and the universities may get along well with each 
other. In contrast, if they take an “either-or” approach, both of them may go different 
ways. Without authentic autonomy and sufficient resources, there is no progress in the 
governance reform at the three key universities investigated.    
 
To reserve the paradoxical tension between autonomy and accountability, Dee (2006) 
suggested the application of a “loose coupling” system (Weick, 1976) to HEIs – one of 
the most widely utilized organizational concepts in HE (Dee, 2006:140).  This system is 
characterized by “coupling elements” which are both “responsive and distinctive” (in 
Dee’s terms) to the HE environment. Distinctiveness means autonomy of an organization 
whereas responsiveness means accountability that an organization should perform. As 
Dee (2006) argued, loose coupling is better than “tight coupling” because “a tightly 
coupled system is characterized by responsiveness without distinctiveness” (p.141). In his 
opinion, with “a tightly couple relationship”, an organization needs to follow regulatory 
demands and have little freedom to determine its procedural and substantive autonomy as 
developed by Berdahl (1990). The role of the State, therefore, should be “resource 
provider” rather than “regulator” (tight coupling) or “coordinator” (loose coupling) (Dee, 
2006:142). This is identical to the suggestions of shifting from state control to state 
supervision as stipulated by van Vught (1989) and Neave and van Vught (1994). In 
favouring loose coupling system, Dee compared:    
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Loose coupling makes it possible for colleges and universities to develop flexible 
responses to a wide variety of accountability expectations… In contrast, tight 
coupling between a colleges and its external environment may cause the institution 
to “freeze” internally (Birnbaun, 1988). As Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) noted, 
when “everything is connected to everything else, it is difficult to change any 
thing (p.69). Loose coupling, therefore, should not be viewed as an organizational 
deficiency in need of repair. Instead, it is an adaptive social structure that 
facilitates accountability to the external environment, and preserves the 
organization’s autonomy from the environment (Dee, 2006: 142).         
 
Dee (2006: 144-150) concludes by suggesting that Vietnamese education leaders consider 
in their national long-term strategic plans:  
1. Policy inducements rather than policy mandates 
2. Customized performance measurement rather than one size fits all 
3. Capacity-building audits rather than competitive rankings 
4. Campus-based assessment rather than mandated measures 
5. Autonomy for academic program creation rather than centralized approval process  
6. Shared commitments  
7. Trust building 
 
In the context of Vietnam’s HE, the State (via MOET) should make clear about the roles 
and responsibilities among the governing board, the Party Committee and the rectorate 
board to ensure the efficiency of the governing board, avoiding the fact that governing 
board is a redundant body having no real power. “The buffer bodies standing between the 
state and the universities” (Kogan and Marton, 2006: 79) via the establishment of an 
independent statutory body that coordinates the HE system at arm’s length from direct 
ministerial involvement should be considered. The State should reinforce the working 
status of the National Education Council and establish a new National Council for HE as a 
buffer body between the ministries involved in HE in Vietnam that are quite powerful and 
rivalry among them is too high. The need for such a body to coordinate the HE system has 
become urgent.    
 
Another concern is that “the transitional period” in Vietnam’s HE seems vague and longer 
than usual. The national economic renovation has been in place for more than two 
decades, however, the State is still much too cautious about the HE. The notion of 
incremental development to keep the economics and HE system isolated from sudden 
changes appears no longer appropriate and behind current practice. This over-
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cautiousness is seen in the form of limited autonomy with heavy intervention from the 
State for most HEIs (except the two national universities directly under the Central 
Cabinet which have their own working regulations but subject to MOET and line-
ministries in terms of curriculum and personnel). Regardless of such caution, to date, 
there is no clear distinction between developed and less developed universities. While the 
developed universities, such as the three universities investigated, are subject to stringent 
controls, the new and less developed universities seem less supervised. That no public 
universities in Vietnam have been mandated to close down and no staff members are 
sacked owing to their poor performance is a concern. The establishment of too many 
unqualified universities and colleges upgraded to be universities in a short period without 
any quality controls is creating problems which need urgent attention. 
 
9.3.2. Providing More Autonomy to Selected Key Universities While Maintaining 
Control and Guidance to Weak Institutions 
 
Discussions with external HE experts and senior leaders of three key universities in 
Vietnam suggest that HEIs with strong academic foundation, accredited teaching 
programs and teaching staff, especially the fourteen key universities should be given more 
substantive and procedural autonomy and budget to govern and manage themselves. The 
State, on the other hand, needs to maintain its control over the less developed universities 
(including the newly-established and colleges upgraded to be universities) in terms of 
quality to avoid the practice towards over enrolment for commercialization and excessive 
tuition fees, especially newly established and upgraded institutions. As Czarniawska-
Joerges (1988:2-3) remarked: “without control, the organization is invaded by chaos and 
deadly entropy” because without paying attention to this, potential change efforts for HE 
governance reforms might be extinguished.  
 
9.3.3. Increasing Financial Support and Supervising Misuse/Mismanagement of 
Budget Allocated  
   
The educational budget reserved for HE in Vietnam accounts for 15.7% of the total 
education budget, but a large proportion of this amount is for salaries.  The State should 
provide more budget to the universities, particularly, the key institutions, but State 
investment grows at slow rate. Proper supervision is needed to maintain a healthy 
financial system because there is concern about the misuse/mismanagement of the budget 
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allocated to, as well as other self-generated sources of, the HEIs. The parallel accounting 
systems (one official system is for auditing and reporting and another unofficial system 
for internal purposes) in several Vietnamese universities and enterprises implies a system 
error in both the national economy and the HE.    
 
9.4. Recommendations for Three Key Universities     
 
The former Soviet Union model for HE has become deeply embedded in Vietnam’s HE 
and has resulted in a centralized control, overly specialized and compartmentalized 
university governance model. A balance of institutional centralized and decentralized 
management may enhance the efficiency of the university. Based on the findings of the 
three case studies of key universities, the following are suggestions for consideration by 
Vietnamese three key universities investigated, especially university leaders. 
 
9.4.1. Balance between Centralization and Decentralization 
 
The findings from the three case studies suggest that there is an imbalance between 
centralized and decentralized management in Vietnam’s HEIs. Of the three universities 
investigated, one university tends to provide too much decentralization to its subordinates 
whereas the others have too much control.  University leaders should bear in mind when 
and how to centralize and decentralize to maintain the success of institutional 
management. Particularly, the issue of giving adequate resources for the devolution needs 
to be also taken into account to avoid unexpected outcomes. Jarzabkowski’s study (2002) 
on the strategic implications of resource allocation models made four important and 
relevant conclusions about centralization and decentralization. First, universities have 
different models of resource allocation in accordance with their contextual characteristics 
of culture, history, and structure. Second, these differences are manifested in a tension 
between centralization and decentralization, and varying degrees of balance between 
locus of strategic direction, cross-subsidy and control. Third, all form of resource 
allocation models inherently problematic when carried to extremes; therefore, internal fit 
is, ideally, flexible to changes in the university and the wider environment. Her 
suggestions are relevant for three Vietnamese key universities’ leaders to consider. For 
example, CTU should adopt balance between centralization and decentralization and 
provide sufficient resources and authority to its subordinates; HU should find out an 
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appropriate level of decentralization to its university members to reduce the tensions 
(though this is really hard because HU has already tried). NEU should decentralize more 
to its faculties because current experience shows that NEU’s faculties and academic levels 
have very little power. Meanwhile, NEU needs to restructure its organization to be more 
efficiently managed rather than its present largely fragmented structure.  
 
9.4.2. Change Management  
 
In line with the reform of HE launched by the Government, leaders of the three key 
Vietnamese universities in question generally mandate their subordinates to introduce 
radical changes such as applying active teaching methodology, implementing quality 
assurance, and shifting to a credit-point system. These changes are not new but they 
require great effort from universities’ leaders and the implementers. Several leaders, 
however, seem to ignore some crucial questions such as: what to change, why to change, 
when to change and how to change? In the case study university context, the question of 
what benefits employees get when they change needs to be addressed because this seems 
to be one of the most influenced factors to university staff. Indeed, change is a complex 
process and embedded with several dilemmas. As mentioned in chapter 3, the 
“Typologies of Change” elaborated by Eckel et al. (2000, 2001) included three stages of 
change, namely adjustment change, isolated change, pervasive change, and transformation 
change. These provide insights on change in HE for the three key universities’ leaders.  
          
The changes that have occurred in the case study universities seem to be more of the 
forms of drastic and transformational changes since “transformation touches the core of 
the institution” (Merritt, 2004). It remains, however, the most difficult part to deal with. 
The depth of transformation in telling organizations “what to do, how to behave and what 
to produce” embedded with informal constraints as pointed by North (1990) and cultural 
constraints by Witte (2004) are one of the largest impediments for three key universities 
to overcome. However, the case studies suggest that beliefs, traditions, and norms of 
behaviours of university people are deeply rooted in high uncertainty avoidance and 
beneficial arrangements society. Thus, it is extremely difficult to force to them to change 
without proper considerations and transitions. It is likely that staff members of the three 
key universities investigated are only ready to change when they can get something 
beneficial in return – in other words – incentive tools must be strong enough. The three 
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key universities’ leaders need to bear in mind the four “tools” suggested by Bleiklie 
(2006) - authority, incentive, symbolic, and learning - and adjust them at a specific point 
of time for better outcome.  
 
Also, the key universities’ leaders need to take factors related to real change such as loss, 
anxiety, denial, and resistance into account because ignorance to this phenomenon may 
result in inevitable failure on important aspects of change and cause misinterpretation one 
another. They should take Fullan's (2001) suggestions into consideration when carrying 
out changes at their institutions. Specially, change should be interpreted through the 
change process in which an institution initiates change followed by implementation via 
both initiation and implementation of change process, namely existence and quality of 
innovations, access to innovation, advocacy from central administration, implementers’ 
advocacy, external change agents, community pressure/ support/ apathy, new policy-funds 
(the State budget), problem-solving, and bureaucratic orientations.  
 
The key universities’ leaders should also pay attention to the implementation of change 
via need, clarity, complexity, quality/ practicality (Fullan, 2001). “Modes of interaction” 
and institutional setting proposed by Scharpf (1997) should be also taken into account.  
 
Change processes also need to be investigated in how the reform can get started when 
there are a large number of three key universities’ people involved. In addition, university 
leaders need to consider what pressures and supports for the implementation are and how 
the relationships between changes in behaviour and changes in beliefs or understanding. 
Another issue is the role of ownership in the change process. Ownership in this sense 
means clarity, skills, and commitment in the progressive process (Fullan, 2001:91-92). 
Without these, it is hard for a change at the three key universities to take place and 
achieve the expected outcomes. As Dee (2006:140) noted, “change requires both flexible, 
autonomous work arrangements and clearly defined accountability relationships among 
employees”. For the three key universities, this means that leaders should maintain and 
provide both “autonomous work arrangements” (sufficient resources and power) and 
explicit accountability (responsibilities) to their subordinates to facilitate the reforms. 
Otherwise, it will be impossible to promote the reform process.      
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9.5. Reflection on the Contribution of this Study to the Theory and Practice of 
Higher Education Governance Reform 
 
To a certain extent, this investigation has contributed to the global theory and practice of 
HE governance by examining important contributions to this theory in the context of 
Vietnam’s HE system. First, it provides conditions that affect the acquisition of HE 
governance reform in a less developed country like Vietnam, a nation under the absolute 
leadership of the Communist Party, to be a modern and successful socialist market 
economy. Second, it elaborates the complicated change processes and considerable 
challenges Vietnam’s HEIs face in their attempts to modernize themselves to be the world 
leading institutions in a relatively short period in line with the Government’s HE Reform 
Agenda. Third, unlike developed countries, where events and pressures outside “the 
national politics such as changes in students’ preferences may affect HE system at least as 
much as national policies” (Bleiklie, 2006:18), pressures from both inside and outside the 
system do not necessarily change Vietnam’s politics in controlling its HEIs against the 
basic principles of good university governance: institutional autonomy, accountability, 
and quality assurance. Constraints on Vietnam’s HE governance reform are therefore 
enormous and challenges are significant. Fourth, the notion of “trust” between HEIs and 
the State needs to be reconsidered because HE governance reform “depends not only on 
effective governance structures, but also on the sound application of principles of good 
governance” (Goedegebuure and Hayden, 2007: 10). 
 
9.6. Reflection on the Study’s Methodology 
 
In this investigation an interpretive approach by means of ethnographic case studies of 
governance practices and experiences at three key universities in Vietnam has been 
adopted. The research design and methods have been appropriate in enabling collection of 
the information required to address the research problem. 
 
Being able to conduct the interviews in Vietnamese meant that it was possible to put 
interviewees more at ease than if there had been an interpreter present. Interviewees  were 
also more likely to share information informally and “off the record”. That I could 
translate the official documents as well as access media reports in Vietnamese meant that 
these phases of the study progressed reasonably quickly. However, my being Vietnamese 
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also meant that aspects of power-distance were involved as the interviewees placed me 
into a hierarchy, more so then they may have done with outsiders. 
 
As well as power-distance issues there were also some problems with accessing some 
internal documents in universities other than at CTU. However, here, the former rectors 
were most useful in filling in several gaps. 
 
9.7. Recommendations for Future Research       
 
Since this research mainly focused on the macro level of national politics and the meso 
level of institutional aspects (Bleiklie, 2006) as a top-down process, further research on 
the micro level of individual behaviour in Vietnam’s HE is strongly recommended. Future 
researchers also need to conduct empirical work on the “reserved” process proposed by 
Bleiklie (2006), that is, a bottom-up view to see how future institutional autonomy, 
accountability, and academic freedom in Vietnam are established and approached.    
 
A further research direction would be a comparative study between HE governance 
reform between China and Vietnam to explore how these two Communist Party countries 
deal with the modernization process. Research outcomes from such studies would enrich 
and contribute to the literature of global HE governance reform.        
 
9.8. Conclusion 
 
Experiences from the three case studies suggest that the universities in Vietnam are at an 
early stage in terms of the implementation of their reform of institutional governance. 
However, the system remains centrally controlled, more or less in the Soviet mould. As a 
consequence, the universities find it extremely difficult to cope with the HE reform 
process mandated by the State via the HERA. Universities have little freedom with regard 
to expenditure, personnel matters, student administration, curriculum, and quality 
assurance while their budgets are strictly controlled. The desirable outcome is for HERA 
to stipulate autonomy and remove in-line ministries. But there is also the dominant role of 
the Communist Party together with the lack of sufficient resources to renovation, lacks of 
trusts within institutions and related ministries, and the degrees of insecurity of senior and 
middle mangers in relation to their employment. All the key themes investigated through 
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the case studies indicate that institutional reform is a complex process and with a 
mismatch between the theory and practice. If HERA stipulates that autonomy is given and 
in-line ministry is eliminated, then the three key universities will have freedom to self-
govern and manage. Unfortunately, this process has not occurred yet.      
 
A critical issue of governance reform in the case study universities is institutional 
autonomy.  At the national level, the Government has clearly decided that freeing itself of 
direct control of HE, thereby making HEIs more responsible for their own sustainability, 
will have a positive impact on a sector that is of significant national economic importance 
as a source of new knowledge and of labour market expertise. At the same time, however, 
the Government has no experience of what institutional autonomy implies.  Furthermore, 
it faces a significant challenge in having to develop an infrastructure of institutional self-
governance, build expertise, harmonise relevant legislative and regulatory provisions, and 
codify a wide range of accountability relationships so that governing boards, rectors and 
government instrumentalities know precisely how they are accountable to one another 
other. At the institutional level, there is the potentially difficult challenge of determining 
the role of the Party with respect to institutional self-governance, and, more broadly, with 
respect to whether the Party or individual HEIs should be deciding what is taught in the 
curriculum44. The case study universities suggest that the university leaders are born 
mangers without expertise in university governance. This is identical to Sun et al’s (2003) 
findings about institutional leaders in China. The principles of good corporate governance 
as discussed in chapter 3, for example, objectivity, accountability, openness, and 
leadership need to be stressed. 
There is no set template for institutional autonomy of the three key universities.  
Therefore, each is on a voyage of discovery that will result in a form of institutional 
autonomy that best meets its circumstances. There is no doubt that institutional autonomy 
is a necessary element in HE governance reform. Institutional autonomy is, however, a 
right granted by the State to individual HEIs, and “autonomy should not be an excuse for 
the State to retreat from its obligation” (Salmi, 2007:241). Having regard to the present 
circumstances of Vietnam‘s HE, and taking into account the recent experiences of the 
case studies, it would be advisable for the Government to drive a hard bargain with 
                                                
44 A possible tension line could be in relation to the compulsory examination of knowledge about Marxism-
Leninism in all undergraduate training programs. 
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individual HEIs whereby the availability of institutional autonomy is made conditional 
upon the existence of rigorous systems and protocols for internal accountability and for 
good institutional governance. The universities, on the other hand, must align the 
accountability and interests to best serve their institutional governance reform.     
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
Interview Questions for Rector, Vice-Rectors, and former Rectors of Can Tho 
University 
 
1. What are your thoughts about institutional governance and management at CTU? 
2. One of the basic principles of university governance is autonomy and 
accountability. This is well articulated in Education Law 2005 and Higher 
Education Charter 2003, especially in the Resolution No 14/2005/ND-CP. Please 
give your opinion on the degree of autonomy at CTU in the areas of finance, 
personnel, research, and academic freedom. In what areas has CTU already been 
given autonomy? In what areas does CTU need more autonomy?   
3. In principle, the Rectorate Board must implement and follow directions and 
guidelines stipulated by University’s Communist Party Committee. In case of any 
tensions or conflicts, how would the Rectorate Board and the Communist Party 
deal with such tensions and solve the problems? 
4. In recent years, CTU has decentralized academic training to its four designated 
schools/colleges: Agriculture, Education, Economics and Basic Science. What is 
your opinion of devolution at CTU? What are advantages and impediments to the 
devolution program? Is CTU going to continue to provide more delegation to the 
rest of its schools/colleges? Why?   
5. According to CTU’s strategic plan, to the year 2015, it will establish its university 
council. If established, what would be its roles and responsibilities? How are the 
relationships between the Rectorate Board, Party Committee, and the University 
Council maintained? What should CTU do to maintain and enhance its 
accountability? 
6. A credit-based learning system and quality assurance are two important programs 
currently being undertaken at CTU. What are your opinions of these programs? 
What are the advantages and impediments when implementing these two 
programs?  
7. Most Vietnamese universities are encountering financial constraints, what should 
CTU do to maintain its financial stability?  
8. How does the University deal with the issue of maintaining teaching quality and 
expanding student enrolment?   
9. What changes/ reforms are currently happening at CTU? What are impediments 
and implications for those changes?   
10. Do you have any suggestions to MOET in terms of higher education governance 
reform? 
 
Interview Questions for Middle Managers at CTU 
 
1. What are your thoughts about institutional governance and management at CTU?  
2. A university has at least 5 management areas: finance, personnel, teaching, 
research, and infrastructure. At a multiple disciplinary university like CTU, how 
are these areas managed?  
3. What are advantages and disadvantages when carrying out devolution within 
CTU’s multiple levels? 
4. What support is there from the Rectorate for your schools/colleges in the areas of 
finance, personnel, physical facilities, and inspection when implementing  
decentralization? Are you happy with the decentralization? Why? 
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5. Please give your opinion of the University’s financial handbook. What 
expenditure proportions need to be adjusted? Why?  
6. What are your thoughts about the credit-based learning system and quality 
assurance and accreditation currently undertaking at the University? Please specify 
impediments that your divisions are facing. 
7. What do you think about the establishment of the University Council in the future?  
 
Interview Questions for Vice-President and former President of Hue University  
 
1. As a regional university, what are your thoughts about the institutional governance 
and management at HU?  
2. Please give your comments on the relationships between HU and its member 
universities. 
3. What are your thoughts about the degree of autonomy of HU and its member 
universities? 
4. How are centralization and decentralization maintained at the University?  
5. What are your thoughts about the establishment of the University Council at HU? 
6. How is the relationship between the Party Committee and the Presidential Board 
maintained? In case of conflict, what should the University do to resolve possible 
tensions?    
7. How do you evaluate the implementation of quality assurance and credit-based 
learning system at HU? What are advantages and disadvantages when carrying out 
these two important programs?  
8. What are financial constraints that the University encountering? How does the 
university cope with such financial pressures?  
9. How does the University deal with the issue of maintaining teaching quality and 
expanding student enrolment?   
10. What changes and reforms are currently happening at HU? What are impediments 
and implications for those changes?   
11. Do you have any suggestions to MOET in terms of higher education governance 
reform? 
      
Interview Questions for Middle Managers at Hue University  
 
1. What are your thoughts about the institutional governance and management at 
HU?  
2. How are relationships between HU and its member universities maintained?  
3. What are your thoughts about the degrees of decentralization and autonomy of 
member universities and their faculties?  
4. What are advantages and pressures/ impediments that member universities 
encountering when under the control of HU?  
5. How are quality assurance and the credit-based system carried out at HU and its 
member universities? What challenges do you have?  
6. Do you have any suggestions to MOET?  
 
Interview Questions for Vice-Rector and former Rector of Hanoi National 
Economics University 
 
1. What are your thoughts about institutional governance and management at NEU?  
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2. NEU is one of 14 key universities in Vietnam. With more than 20 faculties and 
many other centers and colleges, how do/did you manage your university 
effectively?  
3. How are centralization and decentralization maintained at the University? How do 
you deal with the idea of implementing a four-level management model at NEU? 
4. What are your ideas about the University Council at NEU?  
5. How are the relationships between the Party Committee and the Rectocrate Board 
maintained? In case of conflict, what should the University do to resolve the 
possible tensions?   
6. What are your thoughts about the implementation of quality assurance and a 
credit-based system at NEU? What are advantages and disadvantages? How does 
NEU deal with these two activities?   
7. What are financial constraints that the University encountering? How does the 
university cope with such financial pressures? 
8. How does the University deal with the issue of maintaining teaching quality and 
expanding student enrolment?   
9. What changes and reforms are currently happening at NEU? What are 
impediments and implications for those changes?   
10. Do you have any suggestions to MOET in terms of higher education governance 
reform? 
 
Interview Questions for the Council Chair of Hanoi National Economics University  
   
1. As a Chair of the University Council, could you please give your opinion about 
the roles and responsibilities of the University Council at NEU?  
2. How are the relationships between the University Council, Party Committee and 
Rectorate Board maintained? How do you with deal with possible tensions 
between the Rectorate Board, Party Committee, and University Council?   
3. It is argued that the establishment of University Council at this time is not 
appropriate because the Rectorate cannot be under the control of both the Party 
Committee and University Council. What are your opinions about this?  
4. How do you evaluate the working mechanism of the University Councils in 
Vietnam, in general, and NEU, in particular? What should MOET and universities 
do to maintain an effective mechanism for the university councils?  
 
 
Interview Questions for Middle Managers of Hanoi National Economics University 
 
1. What are your thoughts about institutional governance and management at NEU?  
2. What do you think about the relationships between the Rectorate Board and its 
subordinates?  
3. What are the degrees of autonomy in the areas of finance, personnel at NEU?  
4. How is the balance between centralization and decentralization maintained at the 
University?  
5. What are your thoughts about the implementation of a credit-based learning 
system and quality assurance and accreditation currently being undertaken at the 
University? What are the advantages and impediments of these two programs?  
6. What are your ideas about the University Council? Does it effectively work? 
Why?  
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APPENDIX B: PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT 
 
Dear Madam/Sir,  
My name is Khanh Van Dao. Formerly, I was an Assistant to the Rector of Can Tho 
University, Vietnam. At present, I am a PhD student at the School of Education, RMIT 
University, Australia. My research thesis is "Reforming the Governance of Higher 
Education in Vietnam: Case Studies of Change at Three Key Universities”45. 
Via recommendation from my Rector and Vice-Rectors, I am writing to ask if you would 
be willing to be interviewed as part of my research study because I know that you have 
interest or have knowledge in this field.  
As you may know, over the last ten years, higher education institutions have been subject 
to increasing challenges to change as a consequence of the impact of economic 
development, knowledge-based growth, tertiary education policy changes, globalization, 
information, and communication development. There is an urgent need to undertake 
drastic transformation in governance, organizational structure, and modes of operations. 
This reform, however, has been at slow pace. As a result, how Vietnamese universities 
reform themselves in line with the National Higher Education Reform Agenda 2006-2020 
is a matter of concern.  
I would highly appreciate having your kind support and assistance by allowing me to 
interview you in a semi-structured interview. The length of interview will be around one 
hour and the interview questions are attached for your information. My central research 
questions include changes and challenges that the universities are confronting when 
implementing their institutional governance reform. The key issues of my investigation 
comprise centralization vs. decentralization, institutional autonomy, internal governance 
structure (establishment of university council, relationships between universities and the 
State, roles of Rectors), quality assurance and accreditation, financial constraints, and 
shifts towards credit-based learning system (please see the interview questions attached).  
I would like to assure that your name will be kept confidential and anonymous at all times 
in the forms of code numbers and pseudonyms in the research and in any publication 
resulted from the study. In some special cases, I may wish to get your permissions to be 
named/identified/tape recorded.  
Also, I would be very much obliged if you could kindly inform me of your availability for 
the would-be interview in July, August, September and October 2007 at your best 
convenience.  
Following the interview, I may call on you again for further discussion of your responses 
and on the changes of management you are suggesting. Please feel free to contact me 
(Email: ) or my senior supervisor, Professor Annette 
Gough - Head of School of Education (Email: annette.gough@rmit.edu.au) if you have 
any queries. 
I look forward to meeting with you.  
Thank you very much. 
Truly yours,  
Khanh Van Dao 
                                                
45 The thesis title changed subsequent to the interviews but the focus of the investigation remained the same 
APPENDIX C: ORGANIZATIONAL CHART OF THE MINISTRY OF 
EDUCATION AND TRAINING  
 
 
 
Source: MOET (http://en.moet.gov.vn/?page=2.1&view=3402 retrieved 6/8/2008) 
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APPENDIX D: VIETNAM’S HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS AND 
STUDENTS 
 
 99-
2000 
2000-
01 
01-02 02-03 03-04 04-05 05-06 06-07 
           
Institutions -  153 178 191 202 214 230 255 322 
College 84 104 114 121 127 137 151 183 
Public 79 99 108 115 119 130 142 166 
- Non Public 5 5 6 6 8 7 9 17 
University 69 74 77 81 87 93 104 139 
Public 52 57 60 64 68 71 79 109 
- Non Public 17 17 17 17 19 22 25 30 
            
- STUDENT 893754 918228 974119 1020667 1131030 1319754 1363167 1540201 
Source: MOET (http://moet.gov.vn/?page=11.5&view=9266 retrieved 15/2/2008) 
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APPENDIX E: INVOLVEMENT OF PARTY COMMITTEE IN VIETNAM’S 
HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS   
 
At an institutional level, the Party Committee is responsible for the overall orientation and 
strategic development of the university including its mission, targets, and plans. For 
example, at CTU, the Party Resolution 2005-2010 was discussed and approved by 142 
representatives out of 516 party members across the institution. CTU’s Resolution is 
regarded as the guideline document for all university affairs, including directions for 
CTU, and the measures that need to be taken into account.  
The Resolution sets out overall guidelines and general targets and actions for 
implementation in  areas including training programs, scientific research, infrastructure 
development, equipment, international collaboration, political affairs, personnel affairs. 
This is to ensure the absolute leadership of the Party Committee to all aspects of the 
University.  
The power of the Party Committee is supreme. It governs, manages and covers all 
development aspects of the university from training programs, personnel, scientific 
research, infrastructure to political affairs, and leadership of the university via Party 
Resolutions and Party Regulations. When a Party Resolution is issued, all people within 
the University must respect and follow it because it is an order for the university’s further 
actions. The role of the Party Committee is similar to the University Council’s as a 
supreme body of the institution, watching over all university directions. The difference is 
that the University Council is not involved in political affairs but the Party Committee is.  
The Party Resolution provides a comprehensive guide for the university which the rector 
must follow its directions and incorporate it into the university’s strategic plan. It is of 
note that the university Party Committee is not responsible for its directions (if wrong or 
hard to achieve) but the Rectorate is. Indeed, the way the Party Committee sets up such a 
resolution and forces the Rectorate to follow it is very different from university 
governance in developed countries. 
The Party Committee also influences the subordinate political unions within the university 
including the Labor Union, Youth Union, and Veteran Association. These three unions 
together with the Party Committee and the Rectorate Board are important forces in 
leading the university. University issues, especially personnel affairs, are normally 
discussed by this “five-some” before being approved. The Youth Union is positioned and 
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regarded as an “extended arm” of the Party. The “youth” means current students, those 
who must all be equipped with Marxist-Leninist Ideology so that many of them can join 
the party and become the next generation of the Party Committee.   
A system of collective leadership and differentiation of responsibilities between the 
Rector and Party Secretary is popular in Vietnam’s HEIs. The leadership of the Party in 
HEIs is responsible for continuing a socialist direction for education with a goal to 
strengthen the leadership of the Party across campuses and assure the power of those who 
were loyal to Marxism, Leninism and Ho Chi Minh’s thoughts. In principle, the State  
requires all HEIs to carry out rectorate responsibilities under the leadership of the Party. 
Thus, the Party Committee is responsible for steering the institutions in a socialist 
orientation and for supervising political and ideological functions while the Rector plays 
an important role in administration.  
Similar to China’s HE system (Ningsha Zhong, 1997:109), there are two parallel 
structures of governance in Vietnam: academic administration and the Party system. The 
administrative system denotes daily activities in different areas in teaching, learning, 
scientific research, etc, whereas the party system is linked with the people who conduct 
daily operations. 
 
The Administrative System The Party System 
Rector/President 
- Rectorate office 
- Function divisions: academic 
affairs, finance, personnel, etc.  
- Academic units: 
schools/colleges/faculties/ 
departments, institutes 
-  Supporting units: labs, libraries, 
publishers 
- Service units: cafeteria, dormitories, 
clinics, auditorium 
Party Secretary  
- Party Office 
- Function divisions: organization, 
discipline, propaganda, front-line 
- Academic units: 
schools/colleges/faculties/ 
department party branches 
- Supporting units: party branches 
- Extended “wings” organizations: 
student union, youth association, 
labor union, women association, 
veteran association 
   
    Source: Based on Ningsha (1997:109)   
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Within this two-track governance structure, the Rector is the leader of administration and 
responsible for governance of the university. The administrative system covers all aspects 
of a university, such as relationships inside and outside the campus. However, these 
arrangements need to be supported by the Party system.  
In this environment, there is a need to change and improve the Party’s work on campus. 
The Party’s role is more facilitating than controlling at the school/college, and department 
levels, where the deans and department chairs’ responsibilities are applied. Although at 
the university level, the Party is in charge of policy making, at faculty and department 
levels, they do not provide leadership in administration. The Party branch secretary helps 
the chairs/deans fulfill tasks and mobilize staff to participate in the faculty/department’s 
development. All party members are required to play a leading role to support the deans 
of faculties/heads of departments, and the Party branch secretary monitors and reports 
anything wrong done by the deans of faculties/heads of departments to the party 
committee.  
Vietnamese leaders are trying to develop a system of HE governance that is socialist 
oriented. They have tried to do this through the parallel governance systems of Rectorate 
plus Party Secretary. Of course, it is hard to establish a collective leadership based upon 
either academic professors or the Party. Through the parallel systems, the Party’s 
involvement is to maintain “democratic” leadership at the university and to prevent the 
Rector/President from having excessive power which may lead the university to a wrong 
track (this task is usually the role of the university council in an international HE context). 
Since the Rectorate role has become more and more important, the Party Secretary has 
found ways to reinforce his/her power via a mutual sharing of power between HE leaders 
and the Party Secretary. The Rector needs the Party Committee to support his/her role in 
academic/administrative leadership and the Party Secretary needs the Rector to lead the 
university. However, this relationship is not transparent because the Party secretary is not 
responsible for his/her decisions but the Rector is.     
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APPENDIX F: ORGANIZATIONAL CHART OF CAN THO UNIVERSITY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Party Committee  
Rectorate Board 
Institutes/ Centers 
 
Schools/ Colleges 
 
Agriculture & 
Applied Biology  
Scientific & 
Academic 
Committee 
Administrative 
Departments 
Administration & 
Planning 
Mekong Delta 
Research  & 
Development 
Institute 
Hoa An Bio-
Diversity- 
Application 
Research Center 
Learning 
Resource Center 
Aquaculture & 
Fisheries 
Engineering 
Technology 
Information 
Technology 
Basic Sciences 
Environment & 
Natural Resources  
Academic 
Affairs 
International 
Collaboration & 
Project 
Management 
Financial Affairs 
Political Affairs 
Student Affairs 
Law 
Education  
Political Science 
Pre-University  
Center of 
Foreign 
Languages 
Bio-technology & 
Research 
Development 
Institute 
Construction 
Management 
Physical Facility 
Management 
Legal Affairs 
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APPENDIX G: ORGANIZATIONAL CHART OF HUE UNIVERSITY  
 
 
           
            
          
      
Member 
Universities      
            
            
- University of Science 
- University of Economics  
- University of Agriculture and Forestry   
- University of Medicine and Pharmacy  
- University of Foreign Languages 
- University of Pedagogy  
- University of Arts  
- Faculty of Physical Education 
- University Branch in Quang Tri  
 
              
            
            
          
        
    
Centers 
    
HU 
          
            
            
- Institute for Resources, Environment and 
Biotechnology  
- Distance Learning Center  
- Center for National Defense Education  
- Learning Resource Center  
- Center for Pre-doctoral Training  
- Center for Information Technology  
- Center for Students Services  
 
 
              
            
            
            
          
      
Administrative 
Divisions      
            
            
            
- Administrative Office  
- Department of Graduate Training  
- Department of Planning and Finance  
- Department of Science and Technology  
- Department of International Relations  
- Department of Personnel  
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- Department of Physical Facilities 
Management  
- Department of Construction and Project 
Management  
- Department of Inspection and Legislation  
- Department of Students’ Affairs  
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APPENDIX H: ORGANIZATIONAL CHART OF HANOI NATIONAL 
ECONOMICS UNIVERSITY  
 
 
      
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Communist Party 
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Scientific and 
Research 
Committee University Council 
Faculties Institutes/ 
Centers 
Business School 
Administrative  
Departments 
Accounting 
Administrative 
Affairs 
Agricultural 
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Development 
Banking & 
Finance 
Commerce 
Economic Law 
Economics 
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Labour & 
Population 
Foreign 
Languages 
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Undergraduate & 
Graduate 
Scientific 
Research & 
International 
Cooperation 
Politics & 
Students’ Affairs 
Planning & 
Finance 
Physical Facilities 
Management 
Education 
Inspection 
Institute of  
Economics & 
Development 
Studies 
Center of 
Population 
Center of Land 
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Real Estate 
Center of 
Education 
Management & 
Development 
Center of 
Research & 
Consultancy in 
Economics & 
Business 
Center of 
Information 
Network 
Center of 
Continuous 
Training 
Program 
Department of 
Information & 
Technology 
Department of 
Insurance 
Economics 
Department of 
Investment 
Economics 
Department of 
Business & Ethic 
Culture 
Department of 
Industrial 
Techniques 
Department of 
Social Studies 
Department of 
Physical 
Education 
Environment 
Urban Economics 
& Management 
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Business 
Administration 
Marketing 
Informatics for 
Economics 
International 
Economics & 
Business 
Marxism & 
Leninism 
Mathematics for 
Economics 
Planning & 
Development 
Science & 
Management 
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International 
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Foreign 
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Center of France-
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Training Program 
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of Development 
Economics 
Program 
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